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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
A great deal of scholarly research has been conducted into the roles and functions of public relations and corporate communication 
practitioners in the past half century. This research has been valuable in many respects, but also constrained in two important ways: 
it has been largely confined, with important exceptions, to examining the activities of practitioners in the United States and a small 
number of other developed countries; and secondly it has, for the most part, been pursued through a particular theoretical prism 
concerned with studying the impact of communication activities upon the health and performance of large organisations. Since the 
1990s, however, there has been some growth in the level of attention being given to broader cross-cultural and other ‘international’ 
influences which may potentially impact upon professional communication practice, particularly in relation to the ‘environmental 
variables’ which may exist for practitioners in locations well removed from North America and Europe.  Since the turn of the new 
century, calls have also begun being heard for public relations research to take more account of wider theoretical frameworks as 
well.  This study endeavours to make a contribution to improved knowledge in both of these realms: firstly, by studying the personal 
views and outlooks of a diverse range of communication practitioners operating in six countries of South East Asia (asking them how 
they view their world, regardless of any externally imposed theoretical constructs), and secondly by locating this study within a 
determinedly exploratory framework that allows practitioners to reflect freely upon a wide range of issues, both inside and outside 
their organisations and their instrumental roles. Using information gathered from a survey distributed to 100 practitioners across the 
region, supported by 14 in-depth interviews in all six countries, this inductive study concludes that practitioners in the region 
frequently exhibit a much wider range of interests and concerns around their work and careers than have been reported in most 
public relations literature. Common top-of-mind issues include concerns about political power and corruption and how it impacts 
upon life and careers, difficulties in reconciling financial imperatives with ethical concerns, sensitivity to varying customs and 
expectations in South East Asian contexts and how these can sometimes affect the validity of textbook ‘western’ approaches to public 
relations theory and practice, recognition of a need to more seriously address linguistic, cultural and religious complexities distinctive 
to the region, recognition of widely differing communication infrastructure levels, and much more. The findings suggest the role of 
public relations practitioners as cultural intermediaries or cultural mediators is one which exercises the minds of many practitioners in 
the region. The findings also suggest further work may be needed to develop truly inclusive international public relations theory that 
will better explain and contextualise how the profession operates in this part of the world, and to ensure that such theory can be 
integrated into disciplinary frameworks wide enough in scope to explain somewhat more, not just about what public relations does, 
but about what place the profession occupies in the wider world of human affairs, both in this region and perhaps elsewhere too. 
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Introduction and Rationale for Study 
 
Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet, 
Till Earth and sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat; 
But there is neither East nor West, nor Breed, nor Birth, 
When two strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the earth 
 
Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) 
 
0.1 The study in brief 
This research project aims to be a cross-cultural exercise, in more ways than one.  
It is concerned with the worldviews and experiences of public relations and corporate communication professionals 
operating in six countries of South East Asia. It seeks to provide insights into the ways in which practitioners in these 
countries view their work, profession, circumstances and the challenges they face in their everyday professional 
practices, both individually and collectively. 
It is hoped that their views and opinions will provide insights into important aspects of their professional culture, within 
the contexts of their own local and national cultures, as well as broader ethno-religious and other contexts to the extent 
these may impinge upon their professional lives. In addition, the project also seeks to further explore the nature of 
relationships existing between the world of public relations theory and the world of actual practice: another potential 
‘cultural divide’. 
Last but not least, the project sets out to trace the outlines of some possible links between public relations theory, 
broader communication theory, and the wider world of social science theory - including management theory, 
anthropology and critical and cultural theories - which are infrequently discussed in the context of this professional field.  
In the author’s view, such cross-disciplinary inquiry is overdue. While the contribution this current project can make will 
necessarily be quite limited, it is hoped that the body of knowledge available in this field can be enhanced at least in 
modest ways by outlining a little more about the relationships between theory and professional practice in a relatively 
under-studied region of the world, and exposing distinctive issues and outlooks in a region which is becoming 
increasingly important on the world stage.  Further, it is hoped that by identifying any potential dissonance between 
‘western’public relations theory and practice as applied to South East Asian settings, or any factors for which current 
theory may not sufficiently account, the research may prove useful in helping determine future research directions, and 
ultimately in movement toward more comprehensive and universally adequate theory. If this project adds any new 
knowledge and insights in these areas, this will be its significance. 
The author hopes the project may also, incidentally, provide some useful indicative insights into broader issues 
associated with the economic, political and social circumstances of each of the nations examined in the study and the 
region as a whole, inasmuch as they affect communication practitioners  - whilst acknowedging fully that the limited 
sample size prevents any claims being made in regard to the findings necessarily being fully representative of either the 
individual countries or the region as a whole.  
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In many respects, the public relations and corporate communication (PRCC) professionals who have participated in this 
project occupy privileged vantage points in their own societies and across their region.  They are people bound not so 
much by ideology, philosophy or intellectual outlook as by a shared professional need simply to know what works and 
what does not work when communicating and seeking to influence target publics across a diverse geographic region. Far 
from the luxury of an ivory tower view, these practitioners, by and large, are compelled to focus most of all on what will 
achieve defined results in each location. To put it bluntly, a communication practitioner who does not attain results 
today is, most often, not going to be part of the profession tomorrow. 
With such a uniquely pragmatic and functional perspective, the views of such individuals call out to be heard more fully 
than they have to date in most public relations and corporate communication literature, and perhaps heard in a more 
free-ranging manner, with less attempt to constrain dialogue purely within the confines of organisationally focused 
theories around ‘Excellence’ and other constructs.   
Further, in view of the tentative recognition by some public relations scholars of an emerging role for practitioners to be 
‘cultural mediators’ or ‘cultural intermediaries’, in the terms offered by Michelle Schoenberger-Orgad (2009) and  
Caroline Hodges (2006) respectively, more needs to be known about whether practitioners in this and other regions may 
share such an outlook. 
The lack of visibility of practitioners’s own first-hand accounts of their world may be partly due to the ‘backroom’ nature 
of much of their work; partly as a result of weak links between the world of academic public relations research and the 
world of day-to-day professional practice; and perhaps partly because of a disinclination of many practitioners to 
participate in academic research that may provide insights into what they really think. Outside of the profession, too 
little is known about the day-to-day working realities of PR and corporate communication practitioners. This is true both 
in general terms around the world and more specifically within the region under study in this project. 
To the extent this project can make any contribution to improved knowledge in any of the above areas, it will have been 
time well spent. Cultures of many kinds appear ready to be bridged. 
 
0.2 Approach and rationale  
This study takes an unconventional approach in many respects, seeking to place its subject matter not just within an 
organisational context but within much broader societal and historical contexts which may operate at the local, regional 
and even global levels.  
It seeks to do so by exploring the perceptions held by public relations and corporate communication practitioners 
themselves, placing this exploration within personal, local, national and regional frameworks, whether or not these will 
fit comfortably into any organisational narratives as well. In this way, the study seeks to contextualise itself within 
frameworks that might often happen to fit within conventional narratives of organisational ‘excellence’and other 
commonly applied theoretical constructs regarding public relations, yet may also range beyond these into other 
constructs that may be important to practitioners themselves. Such frameworks might include, for example, national 
identity, religion, gender, historical understandings about colonialism and post-colonialism, economic and financial 
imperatives, politics, the realms of technological capability, and other forms of categorisation. To the extent this thesis 
argues a ‘position’ about the correct analytical framework to be applied to public relations inquiry, this writer’s position 
is that there may be many valid alternative frameworks, and that to date there is insufficient empirical data gathered to 
support deep understandings about any of them  as yet, within the region under study or elsewhere. For this reason, 
there is value in undertaking further exploratory and inductive inquiries into the constructions of reality made by 
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practitioners themselves, both for what they may tell us about the work these people do but also for what they may tell 
us more broadly about the wider community and societal settings in which they operate; in short, for all that they may 
help explain to us “what’s really going on”. 
At the outset, to place the current study into the broadest possible historical context, the first chapter will briefly outline 
some key features of the development of human communication in group settings, from its most primal beginnings, 
when communication is likely to have arisen out of immediate necessities for survival and comfort, through to modern 
and post-modern times when a large proportion of total world communication has come to be driven by vastly more 
complex forces, and guided by sophisticated strategic imperatives of business, government and other large-scale 
organisational entities. Along with this evolution has come the advent of the ‘communication professional’, operating in 
fields that have come to be known by a range of terms including public relations, a descriptor which has been defined 
and critiqued in numerous ways in recent decades (a good overview of this line of analysis has been undertaken by 
Mackey, 2001) and the now often-preferred term of corporate communication (Argenti, 1996). 
As noted more fully in Chapter One, legitimacy has increasingly been conferred upon the role of professional ‘guides’ to 
effective public communication, performing a function built around recognising ‘key stakeholders’ and ensuring that 
organisations can develop and maintain positive relationships with each of them, generating better levels of mutual 
understanding and support (Harlow, 1976) - or at least a lack of opposition - in order to proceed with organisational 
objectives. In some cases such interactions lead to modification of objectives in the light of the dialogue. In the erudite 
description of one of the interviewees featured in the current research project, Budi Pryambodo, this iterative approach 
has been characterised as a process in which “we are advising people on how to align their plans with society and (then) 
how best to communicate that” (see Chapter Five: Findings). 
In the specific South East Asian context, one might ask whether this iterative and inter-mediating approach may 
increasingly extend to a large degree of cultural mediation as well: interpreting different cultural outlooks back and 
forth and helping to arrive at ‘final’ forms of communication more acceptable to culturally diverse parties. Discussion 
about the potential for public relations practitioners to play a more recognised role in the cultural mediation realm is 
taken up at regular intervals throughout this document. 
As the disciplines of public relations and corporate communication have evolved within their societal context, recent 
decades have seen other bodies of disciplinary knowledge continuing to evolve as well. These include the development 
and overlap of parts of sociology, politics, history and anthropology into more integrated realms of study labeled as 
cultural studies (Hall, 1992; Sedgwick, 2005) and at the ‘activist’ end of the scale, critical studies (Adorno and 
Horkheimer, 1972; Habermas, 1970 and 1984; Geuss, 1981), a discipline which permits itself to take a highly committed 
position on power relationships in society and aligns itself with the empowerment of groups seen to be oppressed or 
marginalised (typically these include women, people of colour, indigenous peoples, and underprivileged social classes). 
Within this broad mix can also be found the study of colonialism, especially the period covering the 18th and 19th 
centuries in which most of the world’s population came under the ‘stewardship’ of European nation-states, and then 
post-colonialism, the period roughly since the end of the Second World War in which former colonies have sought to 
shake off their colonial eras and re-assert distinctively independent identities and orientations. Most recently of all, 
since the 1980s, has come a period in which the previously arcane studies of anthropologists, historians and others in 
regard to the behavioural traits of different ethnic cultures have come to be distilled and popularised by management 
theorists writing for broader audiences in business and government. Prominent among those is Geert Hofstede (2001), a 
‘human resources’ researcher who  has categorised behaviour and communication traits of major world cultural groups 
according to five distinct variables, in what has come to be described as cultural dimensions theory. In recent years, 
working with his son Gert-Jan (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2010), Hofstede has sought to continue refining and elaborating 
upon his initial five dimensions, apparently mindful of criticisms that have been attracted from elements of academia in 
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regard to the limitations of his methodology, some claimed over-generalisations and over-simplifications, and inherent 
cultural biases within his categorisations, amongst other matters.  (See Chapter Two, noting in particular the potential 
relevance to public relations and corporate communication in an era of increasing globalisation of economic and political 
activity.) Notwithstanding the criticisms, Hofstede’s five dimensions remain noteworthy in 2015 if only for the very 
broad acceptance they have gained in international business studies - perhaps due to their ready accessibility - and the 
accolades which have been given to Hofstede by many institutions around the world, including some major Asian 
academic institutions (Hofstede, 2015).  
What does not appear to have happened to date is much in the way of any attempt to identify common threads 
between the disparate worlds of public relations and corporate communication theory, the broader communication 
theories into which they may or may not fit, behavioural theories of the kind propounded by Hofstede, and more widely 
taught fields of social science scholarship noted above, inasmuch as they might relate to public relations practices in 
South East Asia.   
Some tentative strands of connection do appear to exist between at least some of them, however. For example, the 
work of Hofstede (2001) appears to draw - consciously or otherwise - on anthropological work undertaken by scholars 
including Edward T Hall (1977) and Stuart Hall (1992), recognising, for example, the need to understand the culturally-
based social relationship contexts in which any communication takes place. Implicitly, this is recognised also in public 
relations teaching, given its strong emphasis on identifying the roles of different community interest groups and 
‘stakeholders’ and ‘opinion leaders’ and their relative levels of power to influence event outcomes. Similarly, 
contemporary post-colonial environments observed by Peter Berger (2002) and other authors in his notable anthology, 
Many Globalizations, Cultural Diversity in the Contemporary World (Berger, 2002) , following on from the influential 
work of Berger’s sometime collaborator Samuel Huntington (1996) in The Clash of Civilizations, also indicate a growing 
recognition of the need to acknowledge differences not just in cultural values but in how these can  impact on 
communication and relationship priorities and the approaches needed to facilitate respectful and effective interactions 
between diverse groups of people. 
At the direct level of public relations and communication theory, tentative efforts been made to map out which features 
of standard ‘western ‘professional practice may be universally valid and effective across different cultures and 
geographic locations, and which elements or outlooks might need to be varied in important ways. Some academics who 
have been particularly active in this regard include Sriramesh (2003 & 2004), Sriramesh and White (1992), Grunig, 
Grunig, Sriramesh, Huang and Lyra (1995), Verčič, Grunig and Grunig (1996), and, most recently, writers becoming more 
influenced by critical modernism and anthropological inquiry, including Hodges (2006), Pal and Dutta (2008) and 
Bardhan (2011). 
It might be said that there currently appear to be two broad approaches to the study of ‘international’ public relations. 
The first is the primarily functionalist or ‘managerial’ approach typified by scholars including Grunig, Verčič, Sriramesh 
and others. These researchers study the role of public relations primarily in an organisational context, considering what 
part it plays in enhancing the performance of these organisations, though at times making some allowance also for 
broader societal and cultural influences that may enter into this picture. In the past decade or so, a second broad 
approach has begun to emerge, however, with an endeavour to place public relations activity more comprehensively 
into a wider range of disciplinary contexts. These multi-paradigmatic perspectives have begun to emerge from scholars 
influenced by sociology and critical theory, anthropology, history, politics and a range of other more societally-oriented 
outlooks. Examples include L’Etang (2011), Pieczka (2002, 2006), Edwards and Hodges (2011), Bardhan and Weaver 
(2011), and Pal and Dutta (2008). More will be said about all these authors later. 
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To take just two of these ‘new wave’ public relations scholars, Lee Edwards and Caroline Hodges (2011) have 
passionately advocated a need for public relations scholarship to begin taking more account of different histories and 
different cultural influences and circumstances when examining its operations in varied locations. They pose some 
pointed questions:  “How is public relations affected by different histories? These may be social and cultural histories of 
different groups and individuals, broader ‘national’ histories and identities, or global relationships. What legacies have 
these left for public relations? How do these legacies prepare the profession for its future? How does public relations 
perpetuate or challenge the values, assumptions and structures that have privileged different groups historically?” 
(Edwards and Hodges, 2011; p 7) Implicit in these questions is a demand for public relations research to embrace a 
greater diversity of outlooks and frameworks for study, and perhaps break free at least some of the time from purely 
functionalist, organisationally-focused perspectives. 
 
 0.2.1 ‘International’ public relations practice 
It may be argued that scholarly efforts to date, while important and worthwhile as a starting point, are yet to succeed 
fully in placing ‘international’ public relations practice into broader disciplinary frameworks that extend much beyond 
the place of employment. Why is this so? In this writer’s view, there may be at least two strong reasons. The first is that 
until quite recently most public relations and corporate communication theorists appeared to shy away from (or were 
perhaps oblivious to) broader critical contexts within which their inquiries might be located - such as critical and cultural 
studies - which might potentially add further insight, richness and depth to their analyses, whether or not they agree 
with everything these disciplines have to say. This may have been due, aside from any possible lack of awareness, to 
what public relations scholar Steve Mackey (2001) has characterised as a deliberate distancing of the profession from 
terms such as ‘rhetoric’ and ‘persuasion’, which would serve to link it too explicitly  to some of its most common yet 
least popular activities.  Mackey goes as far as to contend that there is “something fundamentally conservative in the 
practice of public relations” (Mackey, 2001; p. 189), having, he argues, “a quality of political conservatism, cultural 
conservatism, sociological conservatism and consequently intellectual conservatism, which runs throughout the public 
relations industry and mainstream public relations academia”. Pal and Dutta (2008) argue that a truly international 
study of public relations would need to embrace a ‘critical modernist’ approach, capable of contextualising the 
profession within a recognition of the forces and interests which it most commonly serves: “A critical modernist 
approach to public relations would continuously question the underlying ideology of public relations practice and the 
powerful actors served by such practice” (Pal and Dutta, 2008; p 176). 
It might be suggested that the contemporary descriptions of public relations embraced by the profession itself tend to 
skirt around those aspects of its operations (especially persuasion and a tendency to favour the privileged over the 
under-privileged), which work against its aspirations to be accepted as a broadly respected international profession 
along the lines of, say, law, or medicine, or architecture. If this is so, current leaders of the public relations profession 
may not immediately see much benefit in a broader appreciation of the social and political contexts in which their 
profession operates on a global basis or have much desire to engage in frank story-telling: they may fear it will only open 
them to even greater attack from critics. Given this state of affairs, a truly international perspective on public relations 
practice, with more universally embraced definitions, may remain elusive. 
 
 0.2.2 ‘Real world’ insights into public relations 
 A second possible reason that broader and more comprehensive conceptions of public relations’ place in the wider 
world have not yet taken hold may be that the tentative analyses so far made of cultural and locational differences in 
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public relations practice have proceeded, perhaps surprisingly, with limited direct reference to the experiences and 
worldviews of the practitioners themselves. In Asian settings, for example, broad observations have been made about 
‘environmental variables’ within specific locations of professional practice, and assumptions made about the 
consequences of these variables, but there has been very little broad-based testing of such perspectives amongst the 
people working ‘at the coalface’ of professional practice in the countries and cultures under discussion.  While some 
worthwhile exploratory research has been done in some quarters (See Chapter Three: Literature Review), it has mostly 
been confined to individual countries and to a narrow range of topics, rather than seeking to explore regions as a whole 
and/or across a comprehensive range of issues. 
It remains to be seen the extent to which the experience of active practitioners, across a wide range of nations and 
locations, will confirm or contradict the analyses and assumptions of academics writing about the profession as it exists 
outside its North American ‘home’. With this in mind, it would seem timely to learn much more about what - in the 
views of regional practitioners themselves - are the environmental factors that matter most to them at a local level, at a 
regional level, and at a global level.   
It should be conceded that the task of achieving comprehensive sampling of practitioner views is far from an easy one. 
Practitioners tend to be time-poor, hard to identify by those outside of their immediate professional networks, pre-
occupied with competitive pressures of survival, and in many cases - in the writer’s own experience - impatient with the 
so-called ‘ivory tower’ world of the academy, which many perceive to be pre-occupied with complex and arcane models 
and theories they find difficult to relate to within their own lived reality. One of the major challenges of the current 
research project has been to break through such attitude barriers to achieve candid engagement. 
 
0.3 Heuristic value in outcomes of the study 
This research project therefore seeks to make a contribution in two distinct areas:   
(1) exploring how the experiences of public relations and corporate communication (PRCC) practitioners in a diverse 
group of ‘eastern’ nations, not comprehensively studied to date, can be compared and contrasted with what are 
commonly assumed to be the characteristics of effective practice already well documented in ‘western’ cultural 
locations such as the United States, Canada, Britain, Australia and western Europe (for convenience, broadly 
described in these pages as “the west”); and 
  
(2) exposing potential links and relationships between public relations, general communication theory and broader 
comparative social science theories that may be worth exploration, with a focus extending further beyond the 
walls of the organisations that employ public relations personnel. 
 
Importantly, this project does not seek to make pronouncements about how best to interpret or define the working 
world and operating environments of practitioners in the six countries of South East Asia under study. Rather, to the 
extent possible, it seeks to expose THEIR worldviews and perspectives, their priorities, and their challenges as seen 
through their own eyes rather than those of the researcher. In this sense, it takes a constructionist approach 
(Sarantakos, 2005; Crotty, 1998), exploring the interpretations and meanings which the practitioners themselves 
construct.  
 
Notwithstanding this, an effort is made - primarily in Chapter Two - to suggest some useful broader perspectives and 
theoretical frameworks which the reader may find helpful to frame a broader understanding of practitioners and their 
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comments. But at no stage does the writer seek to impose his own conclusions on the matter of their validity. To the 
extent this research project makes a meaningful contribution to the field, it will be an inductive one, exploring, through 
the eyes of practitioners, how the world of professional practice in the countries of South East Asia does or does not 
align with issues which are the common concerns of cultural and critical theory (for example, power relationships, 
gender relationships, issues of social benefit and social harm, and so on), with the concerns of broader management 
theory (most notably, the orientation of public relations toward the achievement of defined business objectives), and 
the relationships between the recognised world of PRCC theory and the ‘real world’ (or worlds) in which these theories 
are assumed to operate. 
 
In doing so, this researcher has been influenced somewhat by the views of recent ‘new wave’ PR scholars including 
Jacquie L’Etang (2011), with her call for public relations scholarship to jettison some of its pre-occupation with systems 
theory, statistical analysis and the construction of all-encompassing theories, and instead adopt a more ‘ethnographic’ 
focus, drawing on the discipline of anthropology.  In her words: “Anthropology offers a different intellectual approach to 
the field of public relations, as in anthropology there is no attempt to generate general theories.” (p 18) L’Etang argues 
that public relations research has been constrained by its adherence to culturally specific Western models of 
organisational achievement and performance, and the consideration of PR’s role within this paradigm. Broader insights 
might be gained from a wider-ranging exploration of what PR practitioners actually think and do in a range of locations, 
and consideration of the broader societal contexts in which they operate (L’Etang, 2011).  
As L’Etang notes: “The dominance of functional, instrumental research into the public relations discipline has resulted in 
uni-dimensional and rather unimaginative outputs about formal roles and idealistic prescriptions about how public 
relations should be practised ethically and effectively. But we know virtually nothing about public relations work-styles, 
life-styles and practice cultures, or practitioners’ engagement with local cultures and meaning-creation activities and 
impacts within them” (L’Etang, 2011; p 16).  
In short, it might be said that instrumental research, with its gathering of statistics, multivariate factor analyses, 
formulation of models and the like is not the only worthwhile form of scholarly knowledge: simple observation and first-
hand story-telling can also be important for the distinctive insights they provide as well. The stories and anecdotes of 
practitioners call out to be heard too, free of the constraints of how they may or may not be slotted into currently 
embraced academic models. Whether or not such stories are consistent with current definitions, an argument can be 
made that they must still be documented and shared if we are to develop a more nuanced and insightful appreciation of 
the complex realities of what goes on in a globally diverse world of public relations practice. The current research 
project has been influenced by such thinking. While not strictly ethnographic in the approach taken to the research, it is 
nonetheless sensitive to the desirability of telling more of the ‘stories’ of PR practice and of the world as seen by PR 
practitioners themselves. 
By the end of the project, this writer will aim to have made a contribution toward improved knowledge about how PRCC 
practice operates through the eyes of practitioners themselves, in a diverse region not comprehensively researched by 
others as yet, and amidst a volatile and potentially confusing historical period in which globalisation and counterveiling 
tendencies toward regionalism and a re-emergent localism might be observed simultaneously in many locations.  
In the process, it is hoped that this project may ultimately help fuel the development of more comprehensive models 
and theoretical frameworks capable of accommodating the complex and nuanced realities of 21st century operating 
environments in which issues around professional practice, economic development, wealth diffusion, and cultural power 
and influence appear to be becoming much more multi-polar than in the previous century. 
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This study will have made a worthwhile contribution to the field if it is able to meet the twin objectives of (1) helping fill 
gaps in disciplinary knowledge about how practitioners in ‘non-western’ locations view their own world and its 
challenges; and (2) establishing closer indicative linkage between PRCC theory and broader social science theories which 
may have relevance to one another.   
In this way, more will be known about the relationship between PRCC theory and actual practice in diverse locations; 
more about the possible relationships between PRCC theories and broader social science theories which could have 
potential relevance in diverse social settings; and more about what is either comparable or substantially different in the 
environments experienced by the practitioners of South East Asia when compared to those of the western world (much 
more heavily documented through decades of public relations literature).  
Even if what is revealed through the survey responses and interviews of this research project remains necessarily 
fragmentary, and largely anecdotal and indicative rather than conclusive, it should nonetheless advance what remains, 
to date, a slim body of documented and internationally available knowledge about professional practice in the countries 
under study. 
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“My global organisation colleagues do not always understand cultural diversity. Many of them think it (Asia) 
is just a cluster of countries, but don’t realise quite how different these countries are.” 
 
Interviewee, Singapore 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“There is a lot of stereotyping of Chinese, Indians and others… In Singapore in the larger multinationals the 
head of department is often a foreigner. They are inclined to set a program that is right for the country where 
they come from. There may be in-country teams, but how empowered are they to change things?” 
 
Interviewee, Singapore 
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1.0 CHAPTER ONE:      General context and theoretical frameworks 
 
 
This research study takes a functionalist approach (Blumler & Katz, 1974) to examine how and why people do things in a 
given way, the processes they follow and how things work for them, seeking in this case to provide insights into the 
worldviews and attitudes of public relations and corporate communication professionals operating across six nations of 
South East Asia. Its goal is to understand the extent to which these parallel or may differ from those of practitioners in 
more commonly discussed Western environments.  More broadly, it also seeks to offer general insights into the 
environments in which these practitioners operate. It does so largely within the context of Hofstede’s (2001, 2010) 
cultural dimensions theory, although with some qualifications, as will be discussed. 
The project sets out to reveal characteristics which may be distinctive about the professional, communal, economic and 
cultural environments of each of these locations, and those features which may be shared across the region as a whole, 
from the points of view of people working as successful public relations and corporate communication practitioners in 
the relevant countries.  
Before proceeding further, it may be useful to reflect in more general terms on how human communication activity has 
evolved over a long period, and consider the role that professionals have come to play over time, particularly in group 
contexts, so that the current research may be placed into a broader social and historical perspective.   
It will be useful also, in the writer’s view, to briefly examine a range of possible theoretical frameworks which particular 
types of reader might wish to apply to their consideration of the study and its findings. While remaining agnostic for the 
most part on which of these theoretical frameworks have most validity, perspectives which have had a particular 
resonance for this writer will be indicated along the way, throughout this document, and the reasons given.  
First of all, this opening chapter seeks to provide the broadest level of context, noting some broad historical background 
and theoretical perspectives which, in the researcher’s view, are worth the reader’s consideration before proceeding 
into the main body of the research findings. 
 
1.1 Communication - and the emergence of the ‘communication professional’ 
Communication has been in existence for as long as people have been in existence. In essence, communication can be 
seen as simply the process by which meaning comes to be shared between two or more people (Fiske, 1982). In the 
absence of any first-hand prehistoric accounts, it seems reasonable to speculate that basic methods and approaches to 
communication would have had their origins in small communities, primarily amongst people of very like origins, 
backgrounds and circumstances, evolving slowly over many millennia within relatively closed circles. 
In such confined communities, common experiences and similar lives would, over time, most likely have facilitated 
effective ways to express matters of shared interest between individuals.  Such communication would perhaps have 
arisen in circumstances where the imperative was to ensure mutual survival, comfort or pleasure, or less positively to 
express displeasure about ‘outsiders’ or others seen as strange or threatening, as elsewhere in the animal kingdom. In 
24 
 
this way, both in positive and negative terms, people would have developed practical ways to express themselves in a 
manner that could be mutually understood, to varying degrees. (An interesting distillation of much of the relevant 
anthropological literature about human interaction in pre-modern societies can be found in Diamond, 2013). 
 
1.1.1 The evolution of mass communication 
There is ample evidence to suggest that communication has developed from relatively simple primal beginnings  - to 
meet personal and collective needs for exchange amongst familiar people, close at hand (Moran, 2010; Diringer, 1982; 
Diamond, 2013) - to much more complex and varied phenomena by modern (and post-modern) times.  How all this 
might best be interpreted, and whether or not it represents ‘progress’ in the sense understood by optimistic 
Enlightenment philosophers like Auguste Comte (1865) and other ‘positivists’, is not addressed in any direct way by this 
project, which confines itself mainly to the constructions and interpretations of reality adopted by early 21st century 
communication practitioners themselves. 
However one might choose to characterise the evolution of social communication, it can be seen that from its 
beginnings as a process begun in the interests of information-sharing between people who were close at hand and like-
minded, human communication and the tools of language have been shaped and reshaped dramatically over many 
millennia (Moran, 2010), and with drastically increasing pace in the past two centuries, to become a phenomenon 
unprecedented in global scale, breadth, pace and volume.  
Significantly, in the 21st century large-scale communication (or at least limited information exchange) now occurs, to 
varying extents and with varying degrees of mutual satisfaction, between hundreds and sometimes thousands of 
millions of people across societies of vastly different historical and cultural circumstances and origins, each holding 
values, priorities, belief systems and languages that have evolved over very long periods of history in relative isolation 
from each other. 
This dramatically ‘globalising’ world of the 21st century leaves few traditional cultures and societies able to carry on 
without at least some level of knowledge, contact and interaction with others. The emergence of powerful industries of 
media and technology in major world centres of economic activity - serving, supporting, and further propelling 
globalised profit-seeking industries of other kinds - has brought diverse societies and cultures into forms of contact with 
each other that are more intense and regular than have ever existed previously in human history, influencing and to 
varying degrees reshaping aspects of those cultures. The prescient words of Karl Marx (1848), as far back as the mid 
19th century, predicted a form of world capitalism in which “modern industry has established the world market… all old-
established national industries have been destroyed… by industries that work up raw material drawn from the remotest 
zones, industries whose products are consumed, not only at home but in every quarter of the globe” and in which “all 
fixed fast-frozen relationships are swept away” (Marx and Engels, 1848, cited in Naidoo, 1999; p 159).  More will be said 
about Marx later, in Chapter Six. 
 
1.1.2 Cultural divisions 
Beyond the more benign influences this increased global economic and human traffic may have, it is perhaps inevitable 
that levels of conflict will arise between people who, on occasion, can feel considerable displeasure at being propelled 
out of their customary cultural ‘comfort zones’. Notwithstanding the processes of adaptation and compromise that 
people in most cultures regularly undertake in their lives, at least some are likely to find disconcerting encounters with 
‘outsiders’ serving to sharpen their perceptions of which cultures and values are ‘right’ and in need of protection against 
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those that are ‘wrong’. Historian Samuel Huntington (1996) brought many of these considerations into sharp focus with 
his book, The Clash of Civilizations, which posited that the Cold War between capitalism and communism, which 
dominated much of world affairs in the second half of the 20th century, stood to be replaced by a new type of discord 
for the 21st century: a wide-ranging conflict between the world’s major dominant cultural/religious groupings which 
may not be able to reconcile their differences in values and outlooks. 
Such fears are not entirely new. On a smaller scale, wars have long been fought and justified on the grounds of claimed 
moral, religious and cultural superiority on the part of one group over another, if only to provide cover for underlying 
quests for power and glory. But it is true that never before have so many communities and cultures been quite so 
exposed to so much influence and knowledge in regard to the values, habits and priorities of other ‘outsiders’.  And 
never before has there been such a level of shared capacity to inflict unwelcome influences upon each other. (For this 
writer, the sight of lurid advertising billboards springing up in morally conservative Indonesian cities and towns, boldly 
showing scantily clad models promoting western fashion and cosmetics come readily to mind; as does the recent advent 
of militant Islamic fundamentalism in some sections of the population in western nations. In both cases, highly 
unwelcome intrusions to most of the local population.) While cross-cultural contact is hardly new, it is arguably the 
sheer scale and increasingly conspicuous impact of these ‘collisions’ in the 21st century that are new. 
To the extent there may be misunderstanding, disapproval, friction and conflict between groups of people, it is no 
longer just between small numbers of leaders, backed by their unquestioning cultural tribes. Frictions may now arise in 
reverse, linked to envy or resentment about what people in other places enjoy that ‘we’ do not. Modern communication 
technology allows for a cultural comparisons game to be played, along with its related cousin, the comparative welfare 
game – which could be crudely termed “Who’s living better than us?” - by countless millions across the globe, with or 
without national leaders’ encouragement, and with each citizen armed with their own individual experiences, anecdotes 
and information sources.  
In the second decade of the 21st century, aside from conspicuous battles for religious supremacy of one kind or another, 
one need only look at apparently random phenomena such as the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, with civil uprisings in Egypt, 
Syria, Oman and elsewhere, as well as political unrest in countries as diverse as China, Russia, Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Zimbabwe and South Africa, to find arguable evidence for the proposition that cross-border awareness is now a two-way 
street:  with the power to magnify and intensify local concerns about the shortcomings of one’s own community, 
customs and governance style, and not just disapproval of the strange ways of foreigners.  
One can also look at the phenomenon of record millions of refugees from war-torn, poverty-stricken or oppressed states 
seeking to relocate to safer environments to give further fuel to the thought that mobility is being provoked not only by 
desperation to escape - as has often been the case historically - but also by a combination of technologies that make 
many more people aware of the alternative lives which exist in the outside world. 
 
1.1.3 Impulses to suppress communication 
An awareness of these factors may go some of the way to understanding why regimes such as those which exist in North 
Korea and (until recently) Burma go to considerable lengths to make it difficult for their communities to access 
information about the outside world, and why  - in a less extreme way  - a regime like that in China will seek to find a 
formula that allows enough knowledge and information about the outside world to enter to take advantage of perceived 
benefits (mainly material) but subtly restrict flows of information so that the great untraveled majority will remain 
uncontaminated by too much foreign thinking. 
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Aside from any possible xenophobia or power-hunger, the nervousness of regimes which restrict information flows may 
also have something to do with an understandable concern that there is more likelihood that distinctive local values and 
outlooks will be swamped by the economic and cultural power of Hollywood, Silicon Valley, Wall Street, and elsewhere, 
than any opportunity will arise to send their own influence outward. While acknowledging the principle that open 
information borders can allow people to learn more about each other, it remains a concern to many that flows of 
information in reality often tend to be dominated by those who control the tools of technology which make these flows 
possible. 
 
1.1.4 Mass/Mediated communication in the 21st century 
Whatever else may be concluded from the above complex realities about 21st century communication flows, it seems 
unarguable that communication has moved very far from its roots of being fuelled by a simple desire to share 
knowledge and meaning and to stay safe within small communities. Rather, communication in the 21st century has 
come to be fuelled increasingly by powerful converging forces of profit, economic ambition, technological 
intensification, pervasive media and marketing empires, mutual economic interdependencies, shifting alliances and 
empires, anxiety-ridden corporate/national/regional rivalries, cross-cultural curiosity, the passionate idealism of 
committed activists of various kinds, and many other influences that can be seen as simultaneously compelling, 
complex, and at times even contradictory in their combined effects. 
Along with this tangled contemporary state of affairs has come - perhaps not surprisingly - the advent of the so-called 
‘communication professional’: a trained individual who helps bridge the gaps of understanding and sympathy between 
diverse parties, for commercial, political or altruistic reasons - persuading the uncertain, smoothing the way for large 
and complex organisations to achieve their objectives amongst disparate communities, finding ways to cut through the 
distractions created by others competing just as vigorously for  a share of people’s  time and attention, and, in certain 
cases, even helping organisations and individuals to avoid receiving attention when they do not want it.   
To speak in blunt vernacular, the 21st century shows us that communication “ain’t what it used to be”. The task of 
pursuing ‘shared meaning’ and consensus is under way with more powerful tools at hand than ever before, yet the 
underlying challenges in achieving it (assuming it is desirable) may seem greater than ever.  
Notwithstanding this evident complexity, optimists can be found, particularly in the burgeoning field of inter-cultural 
communication where researchers (for example Broome, 1991) have been working in recent decades in pursuit of 
improved cross-cultural understanding and harmony, though their work rarely seems to feature explicitly in the world of 
mainstream public relations and corporate communication. Dutch cultural theorist Geert Hofstede (2001, 2010) is one of 
the few to achieve any ‘breakthrough’ status, and for that reason alone is worthy of some commentary in this research 
project , as will be shown later. 
 
1.1.5 The 21st century ‘communication professional’:  A note on definitions 
The communication professional of the 21st century now comes in many semantically varied guises: public relations 
consultant, public relations manager, corporate affairs adviser, director of public affairs, corporate communication 
practitioner, communication manager, community advocate, and a range of other titles. There is little consensus about 
English language terminology for these roles, and a proliferation of even more specialised sub-roles has emerged (for 
example, community engagement adviser, online content manager,  social media engagement officer, investor relations 
manager, government affairs adviser, and many others) as well as varying schools of thought about definitions of these 
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different terms and their merits and shortcomings. It is rich ontological and semantic territory. Some public relations 
academics and practitioners have come to favour the term “corporate communication” (Argenti, 1996), perhaps as 
much for the distance it creates from  the term ‘PR’, given that the latter tag has become increasingly synonymous in the 
public arena with notions of cover- up, distortion and manipulation of facts.  (This suggests that in the early 21st century 
public relations may itself, ironically, have the most drastic need for better ‘PR’.) 
For the purposes of this research project, such professional and academic debates will be set aside, for the most part, on 
the grounds that, in this author’s view, they tend to be largely concerned with how practitioners themselves would like 
to be seen rather than making any significant difference to the substance or broad purpose of the roles they perform in 
practice. For convenience, when not using the most generic  term ‘communication professional’, this author will 
combine two of the most commonly used workplace terms ‘public relations’ and ‘corporate communication’ into a 
single descriptive term:   public relations and corporate communication (PRCC), and hence the ‘PRCC practitioner’. But it 
should be understood that this hybrid ‘PRCC’ descriptor used in these pages is intended to cover a broad range of roles 
concerned with representing organisations to their key publics and stakeholders. 
Valid arguments could, of course, be made that many other people are communication professionals as well: for 
example, teachers, lawyers, diplomats, marketers, advertisers, psychological counselors, journalists and many more. For 
the purposes of this research project, however, the scope of the term is confined to those people whose explicit role is 
to use communication to build and maintain positive relationships between an organisation or person and others seen 
to be important to the continuing success of that entity.  This is broadly consistent with definitions accepted by 
recognised international professional associations including the International Public Relations Association, the Public 
Relations Society of America, the Public Relations Institute of Australia, the Chartered Institute of Public Relations (UK), 
and the International Association of Business Communicators. 
 
1.2 The changing role and environment of the communication professional 
PRCC practitioners have been propelled into existence by a convergence of forces which have placed a growing premium 
on the value to large organisations of understanding major stakeholder groups and major ‘publics’,  and their concerns, 
finding common ground to enable communication to occur positively amongst these different groups, and then having 
the persuasive, strategic and creative skills to ensure an organisation (or individual) will be embraced in favourable ways 
conducive to their key goals being achieved. 
The contemporary profession draws - mostly not in any conscious way - upon political, military and industrial 
antecedents over many centuries, ranging from (for example), recognition of the need for princes and kings to not just 
rule but also capture ‘hearts and minds’, by notable historical figures such as Niccolo Machiavelli (1515), in European 
culture, and much earlier by Sun Tzu (610BC) in Asian culture, right through to pioneering show business promoters of 
the 19th century including P T Barnum (1810-1891), from the USA, who instinctively understood how to capture 
American public interest and profit from it, and ultimately in much more sophisticated ways by more contemporary 
industry pioneers including the so-called ‘father of public relations’, Edward Bernays (1935), a publicist and nephew of 
Sigmund Freud who began to document and promote the power and influence to be acquired through systematic 
approaches to public persuasion.  
By the time of the 1970s,‘80s and ‘90s, more codified and formalised models of public relations practice were emerging, 
under the stewardship of a range of theorists, the most prominent of whom was James Grunig (1984), whose four basic 
models of PR practice continue to be recognised today in much of public relations academia. Others prominent theorists 
have included Carl Botan and Vincent Hazleton (1989), Robert Heath (1991), and David Dozier and Glenn Broom (1995). 
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Casting the net more widely, writers including management theorist Henry Minzberg (2002) and public relations scholar 
Mark McElreath (1997), have produced work which has also been drawn upon to help ground public relations practice 
more firmly within respected management concepts of strategic planning and recognisable codes of ethical professional 
conduct. 
The growing respectability brought by this quest for more ‘professional’ models of conduct and behaviour, accompanied 
by the establishment and growth of formalised academic studies and the development of new professional associations, 
in combination have helped bring more influence and recognition to the hitherto ‘backroom’ roles of PRCC practitioners.  
More PRCC practitioners have begun to move from the backroom and into the boardroom, so to speak, with major 
corporations (one of the first being international oil company Shell) even placing senior corporate affairs advisers onto 
management boards. A small but growing number of practitioners have begun to succeed at what professional 
associations have long described – in one of the clichés of PR aspiration – as ‘having a seat at the table’. In other words, 
the work of PRCC practitioners has at last come, in some quarters, to be seen as a central and important function to 
assist in listening and responding to stakeholders, and building respectful relationships with each of them, and to have 
somewhat less of the pejorative media-driven ‘stunts, gimmicks and spin’ connotations of the earlier forms of the 
profession. 
Now, however, in the early 21st century, PRCC practitioners have found themselves confronted with a historically 
unprecedented dual challenge: a growing requirement to work across local, national and regional borders to facilitate 
communication among disparate social groups, some of which have experienced little large-scale cross-cultural 
interaction in any previous times; and (in a not unrelated development) an exponential  growth in public access to 
interactive social media channels creating vast new opportunities for direct ‘unmediated’ contact between people and 
groups inside and outside national boundaries.  
This dual challenge has given rise to questions about what role the contemporary PRCC practitioner might play not just 
as guide to communication and persuasion within a relatively unified culture, as in times gone by, but more specifically 
perhaps as a cultural mediator (Schoenenberger-Orgad, 2009), and perhaps also a guide to making the most of the new 
opportunities presented by the current explosion of online social media and at the same time any minimising potential 
harm to corporate aspirations.  
While some might go as far as to question the continuing relevance of the PRCC professional in such an increasingly 
unmediated communication environment, with its shrinking role for information ‘gatekeepers’ of all kinds, it might just 
as validly be argued that such developments in themselves may create opportunities for professional ‘guides’ to help 
navigate through a cluttered information marketplace in which all may now speak but less and less can be clearly heard 
in the ensuing cyber-cacophony. A number of the respondents to this research project made comments in this area, as 
will be discussed in Chapter Five. 
 
1.3 The role of the communication professional in South East Asia 
Perhaps nowhere is the scale of the dual challenge more pronounced than in South East Asia, a distinct subset of Asia 
with its own emerging sense of self-identity as a region, yet extremely diverse cultures within and between its member 
nations (Economist, 2010), widely divergent levels of economic and technological development, historically 
unprecedented rates of economic growth, populations undergoing demographic transformation (in some cases with 
more than half of national populations under the age of 30), and evident flux in the relative importance being given to 
matters of neighbourhood, provincial, national, regional and global senses of identity (Leinbech and Ulack, 1999) . 
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Public relations practitioners from the region have long recognised the importance of being sensitive to the varied social, 
cultural, religious and linguistic contexts within which they work. In the words of one Singapore public relations writer: 
“Because many languages are spoken, and diverse customs practised, public relations has to ensure that it is not 
offensive to any of the groups. (For example)… slogans that are used should be tested not only for meaning in all the 
spoken languages but also for being euphonious to all language groups” (Lowe, 1986; p 182). 
In the South East Asian context, as economic and social boundaries have become more fluid - and in some cases with 
signs of a resurgent passion for localism and nationalism also simultaneously emerging (more on this later) - it may be 
timely to take stock of how successful communication professionals in this region currently perceive themselves and the 
diverse communities in which they work , their own roles, their place within this dynamic region, and the context of 
their ongoing work within a global profession. (More detailed background on the region as a whole and the professional 
operating environment of countries within the region is provided in Chapter Two.) 
It might be speculated that that this is a professional group that could, arguably, be as influential as it is hitherto largely 
unstudied; and at the same time one that is also particularly well placed to provide some indicative signposts to some 
aspects of social, economic and cultural shifts under way in the region, based on their close knowledge of contemporary 
communication practices.  
The ‘realities’ evident in the minds of such individuals might reveal a great deal, whether they are to be accepted at face 
value or simply viewed in terms of what they reveal about the perceptions of a group of specialised professionals who 
are active, engaged and influential members of local communities, enjoying substantial claims to be sensitive to the 
views of others around them. This research project has proceeded with these background considerations in mind. 
Chapter Two provides more detailed regional and local environmental context for the views expressed by the 
respondents to this study. 
 
 
1.4 Some conceptual frames of reference 
As well as being evaluated on face value, the perspectives of South East Asian based PRCC practitioners might also be 
considered within the contexts of a number of broader analytical frameworks, including religious, symbolic, ideological, 
psychological, anthropological, sociological, political, historical, managerial and conceivably others as well. Some 
frameworks which might have particularly strong relevance to the working environments and the views being portrayed 
throughout this dissertation are briefly outlined below. They are presented alongside public relations and 
communication theory, and some of them may conceivably challenge at least some elements of the epistemological 
basis of current public relations theory. 
 
1.4.1 Religious frameworks 
One of the broadest and most traditional frames of analysis which might be relevant to the working environments of 
PRCC practitioners in the region - not to say relevant to the views of practitioners themselves in some cases - is the 
religious perspective. Religion and culture are, in many respects, inextricably linked in South East Asia, as indeed they 
are elsewhere. Even amongst families and individuals which may assert that they are not devout or even ‘not religious’, 
the impact of hundreds if not thousands of years of inter-generational teaching and modelling of values, principles, life-
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shaping rituals and other aspects of traditional religious faith remains present and visible in the lives of most families 
and communities in the region. An understanding of some key beliefs of major religious groups may therefore go some 
way toward assisting an understanding of the underlying attitudes and values of particular communities and perhaps 
even, in some cases, of some PRCC practitioners themselves, as members of these communities. 
As this is not a dissertation primarily about religion, these pages cannot hope to do justice to the richness and 
complexity of all religious belief across the region, in all its forms. This writer will therefore not attempt a 
comprehensive outline of all of the possible ethno-religious influences. The following section will, however, sketch a few 
of the more conspicuous elements, to help indicate the depth and longevity of religious heritage in the region, and 
indicate at least by way of example how such religious heritage may continue to shape contemporary thinking and 
professional practice, even if only subconsciously.  
 
1.4.1.1 Hinduism 
Perhaps the oldest of the faiths to enter the region (originally from India, and later via Sri Lanka) and to persist strongly 
to this day is Hinduism (Smart, 1992), with its belief in multiple gods - indeed thousands, albeit with three regarded as 
the most important; a strong activist role given to the female consorts of male gods;  a rigid caste system with the 
Brahmin class at its apex (with these castes less rigidly applied outside of India); strong adherence to cleansing rituals of 
various kinds; and powerful commitments to loyalty and duty within each person’s defined place in society. While clearly 
qualifying as a major religion, in numerical terms Hinduism is smaller across South East Asia than both Buddhism and 
Islam, making it a minority religion in all nations of the region. (Of course, if nearby India was to be included, the 
numerical relationship changes dramatically.)  
Understanding the ubiquity of the presence of Hinduism across the region goes a long way toward understanding the 
different lines along which some loyalties and sentiments may continue to be felt – as Hindus across South East Asia may 
see themselves contending with similar issues associated with their minority ethnic and religious status and, some 
would allege, levels of negative discrimination on the part of those communities holding majority status in individual 
nations. It may be possible, for example, to be a Singaporean Hindu of Indian origin who, through ethnicity and religious 
observance, feels a sense of kinship to fellow Hindus across the border in Malaysia, Indonesia, and elsewhere in the 
region (and beyond), at least as strong as any sense of kinship to a fellow ‘non-Indian’ Singaporean. In this respect, many 
ethnically Indian Hindus across South East Asia could be seen to typify what sociologist Anthony Giddens (1990) has 
described as the phenomena of culture becoming increasingly ‘de-territorialised’ and disembodied from place; and of 
what public relations scholar Marianne Sison (2009) describes as a process of cultural identities becoming fragmented, 
with people and families sometimes feeling multiple senses of identity.  
One might reasonably ask: What account does ‘international’ public relations take of such senses of identity and 
embedded values (for example, the heritage of very limited social mobility engendered by the traditional Hindu caste 
system) spread across such disparate territory, and interwoven with other more local cultural influences, in terms of 
how it might impact upon communication styles, values and priorities? Sriramesh (1992a, 1992b, 1996, 2004) is one of 
very few public relations scholars who has, rightly, sought to prompt more reflection upon such factors. 
 
1.4.1.2 Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism 
Another major faith of the region is Buddhism (Smart, 1992), also arising from India, though having become much 
stronger throughout East and South East Asia now than in its place of origin, with basic precepts including the existence 
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of humanity without a supreme creator-god (mysticism without God, in the words of Smart, 1992), and faith instead in a 
‘superhuman’ person - the Buddha - said to have brought truth to humanity. This truth is said to include acceptance of 
the impermanence of all things, the existence of many universes and many incarnations of each life, a “keen 
appreciation of nature and the poignancy of life” (Smart, 1992; p 164), and rejection of any strong sense of individualism 
and ego - bringing one of the most fundamental divergences from the more western-oriented pre-occupation with 
individuality (self and ego).  
At least some of the close identification with nature evident in Buddhism, particularly as it has continued to evolve in 
Chinese-speaking countries, has been said to arise from the influence of Taoism, an ancient ethical doctrine emphasising 
the need for harmony with nature (Smart, 1992). Similarly, elements of Buddhism have also fused with the precepts of 
Confucianism, another ethical doctrine which arose in China, giving priority to values including order, hierarchy, self-
discipline, love of learning, respect for tradition, and the public display at all times (if not necessary always a private 
practice) of conspicuously moral and dutiful behaviour. The overlapping elements of Buddhism, Taoism and 
Confucianism have become intertwined over many centuries to the point where it can be hard to discern the discrete 
contributions of each.  
The original Theravada strain of Buddhism spread from India and Sri Lanka into the countries of South East Asia, most 
notably Laos, Kampuchea (Cambodia) and Thailand, where the Thai monarchy came to enjoy notable success adapting 
itself to local Buddhist beliefs and giving itself an important role within them (Smart, 1992). Despite its closeness to 
these countries, Vietnam took quite a different path, adopting the Mahayana strain of Buddhism (which saw itself as an 
elaboration and clarification of the original word of Buddha) inherited from China to the north, and therefore also 
adopting more of the Taoist and Confucian influences which went with it. 
Both major strains of Buddhism place high emphasis on social cohesion, responsibility to one’s group (especially family), 
and a level of modesty in public demeanour.  In a number of countries of South East Asia, it might be suggested that a 
failure to understand these and other key precepts of Buddhism (merged with Confucianism and Taoism) may lead to a 
failure to understand how communication should be conducted for greatest positive effect, how individuals in those 
societies make key decisions, and what values and priorities need to be taken into account when seeking to engage in 
mutually constructive dialogue. This may be particularly so in corporate communications which, for example, often 
stress the primacy of individual ambitions and aspirations, as appropriate in an American cultural context, over an 
appreciation of more collectivist priorities commonly found in Asian contexts. 
 
1.4.1.3 Islam 
Islam came to South East Asia later than both Hinduism and Buddhism, around the 11th century, particularly via traders 
and sailors, and once again via India, though having originated in the Middle East (Smart, 1992).  Aside from its ritualistic 
requirements, such as annual fasting, and facing toward Mecca  to pray five times each day, some of the key ethical 
dimensions include: obedience to the word of God (Allah) as set out in the work of his final prophet Muhammad, in the 
Koran; avoidance of the reproduction of any images of God or Muhammad (which has led to the destruction of temples 
and statues of other religions in some parts of the world, and consequent inter-group frictions, though rarely in this 
region); a recognition of the equality of all humans before God - though not necessarily in all rituals and customs on 
earth (for example, some differences between men’s and women’s earthly legal rights); payment of a regular share of all 
income to the poor; kindness (especially by husbands toward wives); allowance of polygamy for men (though not acted 
upon in all locations where Islam is practised); and the rights of women protected by a dowry system and laws regarding 
divorce. One of the notable values of Islam, when interpreted in a strictly orthodox manner, is that it does not recognise 
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a separation between ‘objective’ knowledge, as determined by ‘scientific method’, and its follower’s spiritual 
commitments and awareness. From this perspective, all matters, both earthly and spiritual, must be informed by an 
Islamic worldview and ethic. 
A striking feature of the arrival of Islam in the South East Asian region was that it came with no priesthood or central 
hierarchy, and that it appears to have spread more or less peacefully through the region, without the religious 
confrontation which occurred between Islam, Christianity and some other religions in other parts of the world. This may 
be one of the reasons why Islam evolved in a somewhat more flexible and accommodating way than in some other 
locations, adapting to existing local customs and outlooks. This can be contrasted with the ‘Salafist’ tradition of Sunni 
Islam prominent in parts of the Middle East, known for a much less flexible approach to modernism and mixing of 
cultures and religions. The Empire of Malacca (consisting of the Malay peninsula and Sumatra) formally adopted Islam as 
its state religion, and as a major trading hub it was able to spread the influence of Islam to other islands in the region 
including what are now identified as Indonesia and the Philippines. Traditional sultans throughout the region appeared 
to find the local manifestation of Islam conducive to maintenance of their own positions.  
An understanding of how Islam became ubiquitous in ethnic Malay communities spanning sultanates scattered across 
what are now known as the nations of Malaysia, Indonesia, parts of the Philippines and the southern part of Thailand 
can be helpful to outside observers wanting to comprehend the origins and nature of some aspects of self-identity, 
shared values and identities across borders in some cases,  and ongoing debates and conflicts in certain communities 
that for some can predate and transcend allegiances to modern nation-states whose borders were drawn up largely in 
the interests of 18th and 19th century European colonialism. 
As with Buddhism, Islam places great importance on the responsibility of individuals to their family and community, as 
well as a high level of duty to religious observance, and this can be significant to consider in planning appropriate public 
relations events and activities in Islamic societies, as many respondents note in the current study. An understanding of 
Islam’s specific rituals and observances (such as daily prayers and fasting during the holy month of Ramadan) can be 
important, in order to demonstrate respect and to achieve positive results from communication initiatives, as can some 
understanding of the distinctive principles of Islamic finance. Some interviewees in the current study - notably in 
Indonesia and Malaysia - make particular reference to the influences of Islam upon their professional practice. 
 
  1.4.1.4 Christianity 
Christianity came last to the region, primarily through the European colonial powers – especially Portugal, Spain, France, 
the Netherlands and Britain (Smart, 1992). Christianity had evolved in these locations from its origins in the Middle East, 
with basic precepts including belief in a single God; a God-given role for humanity to provide ‘stewardship’ of the earth 
and its resources; the primacy of love and forgiveness; and a commitment to live by the principles set out in a series of 
stories and parables to be found in the Bible, a ‘holy text’ authored not by God himself or any single prophet but over an 
extended period by numerous individuals identifying themselves as followers of Christ , said to be the Son of God 
brought to earth in mortal form.  
The latter section of the Bible, focusing on the life of Christ and known as The New Testament, is said to contain the 
religion’s significant contemporary principles, with rather more emphasis given to love and forgiveness than in the 
somewhat vengeful and gory ‘Old Testament’. Christianity grew slowly over many centuries amongst other world 
religions, and was not especially prominent, but it came to the fore dramatically from the 15th century onwards when 
the major countries of Europe - where it had spread widely - developed both a capacity and a sufficient rivalry amongst 
each other to propel themselves across the seas in search of riches, national glory and strategic domination.   
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1.4.1.4.1 Christianity and colonial expansion 
This dramatic increase in cross-oceanic travel contributed to new knowledge about other parts of the world, about 
nature and science, about the potential for power and influence which might be acquired from the resources to be 
found in far-flung locations, and a concomitant fear about the potential for rival European nations to reach them first 
and monopolise the wealth and power to be found from these far-flung shores.  The development of the capacity to sail 
long distances came as other technologies began to evolve more rapidly too, including industrial capabilities and more 
efficient ways to exploit natural resources.  As Europeans moved further afield, they arguably brought certain ‘civilising’ 
influences in terms of novel new legal and moral principles with them, but along with this also came disruption, new 
diseases, and new forms of cruelty to other races, such as, for example, slavery and trading of opium and other 
destructive drugs into local populations. The energy and dynamism of this period influenced the outlook of practising 
Christians toward greater confidence about their ‘God-given’ right to manage the world and its resources to meet 
human ends, greater assertiveness, and (with the steady emergence of western ‘evidence-based’ science at the same 
time) ultimately even the beginnings of scepticism about some aspects of their own traditional church doctrines. 
Radical new outlooks upon the world and its possibilities may not have been necessarily fuelled because of Christianity; 
arguably they may have happened whatever the dominant formal religion of Europe had been at that time of such 
colonial discoveries. Nevertheless, it clearly did no harm to global territorial ambitions in the early days of European 
colonial expansion to be able to justify it all on the grounds of a religious and moral duty to enlighten and hold dominion 
over the ‘primitive’ people of other lands. A small number of state-backed companies, most prominently the British East 
India Company, came to dominate trade and commerce between the old and new worlds, and while these traders did 
not see their role as being a specifically religious one, Christian missionaries took full advantage of the opportunities 
created by all the new travel and colonisation under way. Some important regional cities of the 21st century – most 
notably Singapore (as well as Hong Kong, just beyond the region) - owe their very foundations to these Christian colonial 
origins. In the early 21st century, within the region Christianity retains its strongest hold in the Philippines, with some 86 
per cent of the population being Catholic (Miller, 2012). Other major locations for Christians include Singapore and the 
south of Vietnam, but with sizeable Christian minorities also existing in most other countries of the region. Interviewees 
in the current study - particularly in the Philippines - offer a number of interesting reflections upon the influence of 
Christian faith and values in their working world. For the most part, however, international public relations scholarship 
has tended to be silent in this realm. 
 
1.4.1.5 Indigenous belief systems 
It is worth noting that the four major world religions which entered and spread across the region over many centuries 
have been by no means the only religious or ethical influences upon the culture, values and behaviours of South East 
Asian communities. Most nations in the region have at least remnants of earlier indigenous populations, with distinctive 
belief systems and spiritualities of their own, notwithstanding the fact that many indigenous populations have also been 
officially converted to major religions.  Many smaller-scale indigenous religions were replaced or in some cases 
accommodated flexibly within or alongside newer belief systems. Some still struggle for recognition and preservation to 
this day. For example, Malaysia has a large number of indigenous groups, referred to collectively as the Orang Asli, of 
peninsular Malaysia, the Orang Ulu or Dayak, of Sarawak, and the Anak Negeri of Sabah, most of which have 
traditionally had their own unique belief systems that have been at least partially absorbed into mainstream Islamic, 
Malay belief systems (IWGIA, 2013). Similarly, Vietnam has a large number of indigenous people aside from its majority 
34 
 
Kinh people. These include the Thai, Tay, Nung, Hmong and Dao (IWGIA, 2013) whose lifestyles and beliefs are 
acknowledged and given official recognition by Vietnamese authorities, but who in reality are also ‘assisted’ by heavy 
ideological guidance under the umbrella of the prevailing Kinh/Communist orthodoxies. Other nations in the region also 
have their own stories to tell about local indigenous people and their belief systems.  
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the theological and philosophical foundations which underpin the four major 
religions noted above have played a powerful role in establishing and reinforcing the nature of particular societies in the 
region, some of the motivators for speech and action, senses of kinship and rivalry across borders in some cases, and 
other elements of the societies under study. In considering the ways in which colonial powers came to impose their will 
upon local populations, sometimes in ways that were at odds with prevailing values and religious orthodoxies of local 
populations, and as the newer and older religious influences came to interact and be layered upon each other to some 
extent, the picture has become increasingly complex in the inter-relationships. Without necessarily understanding what 
every one of these influences might be, a knowledge of some of this background can still assist in making sense of some 
of the possible points of friction, dissonance and occasional convergence which continue to be evident in senses of 
community, shared interests, communication styles and communication content across the region.  
As any good public relations professional knows, the ability to influence a body of people often begins with a sound 
understanding of what really matters to that group, in terms of any shared worldviews, values and priorities, and where 
this stands in relation to any other comparable groups. Rarely, however, does international public relations literature 
(perhaps still under the predominant influence of more secular-minded western scholars?) expressly recognise the 
religious dimensions this might conceivably include. In South East Asia, arguably, this may prove unwise at times. 
 
1.4.1.6 Co-existence and accommodation 
Shifting boundaries and long-standing tolerant interactions in the region at community level may help to explain the 
ease with which many people of quite different religious outlooks - without necessarily the benefit of high levels of 
formal education - are able to peacefully co-exist in many parts of South East Asia without any one group feeling a need 
to enjoy absolute dominance. The fact that so much of South East Asia consists of overlapping archipelagoes, has 
enjoyed customary high levels of coastal travel and trade, and has permeable land borders which have rarely been 
tightly controlled through most of the region’s history, may also help explain why it is that such strong and distinctly 
different ethno-religious groups seem able to co-exist more peacefully and respectfully, for the most part, than they 
have been able to do in many other parts of the world. For example, overt conflict between Christians and Muslims, 
when it occasionally occurs, tends to be a subject of major news coverage in the region, signifying that it is a less 
commonplace event than in countries of the Middle East. (Inter-religious frictions are discussed in more depth in 
Chapter Two.) 
One of the factors which appears to help maintain and build on this successful level of accommodation is the effort 
made in some countries to conspicuously acknowledge special days and key festivals of each faith, often using tried-and-
tested public relations techniques. This is particularly notable in Malaysia and Singapore, where key religious days for all 
major faiths are public holidays shared by the entire population and promoted with vigour. In this sense, public relations 
techniques are co-opted routinely for nation-building and promotion of community cohesion. Some countries, 
somewhat cleverly, have even co-opted and redefined religious terminology to suit nation-building ends. An example of 
this is the term ‘Pancasila’ adopted by Indonesia, upon its independence, to set out five basic principles of behaviour for 
its citizens, mainly revolving around respect for all religions, fairness to all, and putting nation ahead of self. Not only did 
this particular conception of Pancasila provide a coherent conceptual alternative to a potentially more revolutionary 
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Muslim orthodoxy which might otherwise have taken hold at that time, the term actually had its roots in a much older 
Buddhist conception of the same term – representing the five basic precepts of good Buddhist behaviour. 
While recognising that South East Asians can take much pride in their collective success in managing the potential for 
inter-religious and inter-ethnic conflict on a routine basis, this is not, however, to say that underlying tensions or 
resentments do not exist. However, the research by this writer suggests that such resentments, when they exist, more 
often appear to centre on perceptions about unfair treatment or unfair benefits for one group over another, rather than 
a fundamental objection to the proximity of people of other religions and/or ethnicities. (More information on the 
historical backgrounds of Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines, including racial and religious frictions, is provided in 
Chapter Two.)  Ultimately, questions about comparative power and privilege, and the extent to which any one ethno-
religious group may be seen as the ‘favoured class’, appear to loom largest in the minds of local communities. 
One question this brings to mind in the context of international public relations theory is: What acknowledgement 
should public relations theory give to these long-standing religiously-based frameworks, the interactions between 
religions, and the effects these have on the perspectives of individuals and entire communities,  when seeking to engage 
in communication for strategic purposes? 
 
 1.4.2 Critical theory frameworks 
Scholars of critical theory may observe allusions in these pages to broader inquiries into the nature and consequences of 
power, influence and privilege, such as those of the 20th century post-Marxist writers of the Frankfurt School, most 
influentially Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (1972).  
This may be seen to be particularly pertinent in regard to the multinational corporate impetus which frequently 
underlies the work of many practitioners, and which, some would argue, may not always be aligned with the interests of  
local communities; as well as to PRCC work done on behalf of governments often seen to be working in tandem with 
major multinational corporate interests - and at times exhibiting questionable records in regard to facilitation of fair and 
just relationships between the different groups in their societies. (See also 1.4.5 Sociological frameworks, below.) 
However, this potentially ‘anti-social’ dimension of PRCC practice might be seen to be balanced, at least to some degree,  
by the increasing use of the very same PRCC tools and techniques by non-government organisations (NGOs) which 
increasingly campaign throughout the region on issues including improvements to  civil rights, empowerment of women 
and children, and better environmental protection.  
It may be worth reading the comments made by some interviewees with these specific critical theory aspects in mind: 
for example, interviewees Raul and Jose Fernandes in Manila who talk about their work for multinational corporations 
(Chapter Five) and what they feel about its inherent merits; and interviewee Su Ling in Singapore who reveals she has 
declined work for palm oil plantation interests, apparently on environmental and social equity grounds (Chapter Five). 
At a more abstract level of analysis, different but complementary potential frameworks for analysis may be seen in the 
complex post-modernist conceptions of French writers including Jacques Ellul (1964) and Michel Foucault (1969, 1991; 
also Nola, 1998) who in the second half of the 20th century moved large numbers of scholars away from essentially 
positivist notions of linear social progress linked to technological development - as also had the writers of the Frankfurt 
School, including Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972). Ellul (1964) and Foucault 
(1969; 1991) gave more focus to the social moulding power of technique and technology, as outgrowths of particular 
worldviews linked to power interests, to shape perceptions and popular discourse. In a more accessible vein, Marshall 
McLuhan (1964; 1976) popularised the notion of technological determism in his accounts of the ways in which electronic 
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media - especially television - had come to shape human communication and perceptions on a global scale. In somewhat 
related ways, Jean-Francois Lyotard (1993) and Jacques Derrida (Caputo and Derrida, 1997) helped steer a new 
generation of scholars toward the now common academic social science conviction that all meaning is socially 
constructed rather than having any independent existence of its own  - and some readers may see reflections of their 
perspectives too in these pages, particularly when reading the comments of PRCC practitioners evidently constructing 
their own personal narratives to make sense of the complex and sometimes contradictory ‘realities’ they observe in 
their working worlds. This last aspect may also be especially pertinent in respect to the heavy influence on early 21st 
century discourse by the new techniques and formats of interactive social media, discussed at length by most 
respondents, and the systemic forces underlying this particular form of technological development. 
Again, questions might be asked of international public relations theory: What does it have to say about imbalances in 
the power to communicate and influence others, inside and outside national borders? What does it have to say about 
the ways in which technological developments are powerfully shaping and reshaping the nature of public discourse and 
meaning, and the relationship this has to the work of communication practitioners who seek to co-opt and utilise all 
available tools of influence? While much is being said about social media in general terms, answers to these types of 
questions, concerning relative power and influence and mastery of communication tools and techniques, do not appear 
clear as yet in existing public relations literature, in this region or elsewhere. 
 
 1.4.3 Management studies frameworks 
Scholars focused on management and business disciplines will find clear reference in these pages to familiar human 
resource (HR) studies into cross-national and cross-cultural behaviour in large organisations, arising from the work of 
pioneers in this field including Geert Hofstede (2001), Geert and Gert-Jan Hofstede (2010),  and other large-scale 
researchers such as Robert J House and his associates (2004).  
Geert Hofstede and his cultural dimensions contemporaries take a highly practical view, focusing their attentions 
primarily on the roles being played in communication and behaviour by different aspects of communal outlook and 
values, rather than dwelling on any deeper analysis of their underlying meanings or philosophical or ideological 
dimensions. 
This is one of the few areas of theory external to public relations which has been embraced by mainstream public 
relations scholars, with some attempts made at integration between them - as noted extensively in the current study. 
More detailed discussion of Hofstede, the most widely influential of the current cross-cultural management theorists, is 
provided in Chapter Two, and his work is referenced regularly throughout this dissertation. 
 
 1.4.4 Anthropological, cultural and post-colonial frameworks 
Anthropologists may recognise echoes of scholars such as Edward T Hall (1976) and Stuart Hall (1992) who have built on 
the pioneering observations of early anthropologists such as Franz Boas (1911) about the importance of race, culture, 
belief and ethnicity in forming people’s senses of self- identity, and how individuals continue to shape and reshape their 
perceptions of themselves in relation to others inside and outside their own communities. This anthropological lineage 
has helped to powerfully shape what has come to be known in recent decades as cultural studies. 
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Related to the work of anthropologists, political historians who have explored the phenomena of colonialism and post-
colonialism and its impacts in shaping culture and identity (see, for example,  Loomba, 1998) would see echoes of their 
observations in some of the perspectives being presented by respondents to this study, particularly within post-colonial 
South East Asian nations caught in the shifting ground between the forces of globalisation, regionalisation, resurgent 
nationalism, and ethnic and religious alignments which may cut across existing nation-state boundaries (as also noted 
above under ‘Religious frameworks’). 
In many respects, contemporary South East Asian cultures can be viewed as the product of a complex interaction of 
powerful internal and external dynamics which have blended, and at times clashed via colonialism, to produce the 
distinctive and somewhat fluid outlooks and senses of cultural identity which remain evident in the region today. In the 
words of Nilinjala Bardhan and C Kay Weaver (2011): “Culture travels (Clifford, 1997), hybridises, defies fixed definition 
and is constructed, maintained, and reformed through communication (Carey, 1989) among people within and across 
socially constructed cultural borders” (Bardhan and Weaver, 2011; p 9). These words seem particularly apt in the 
complex hybridised environments of South East Asia. 
All of the nations of South East Asia cited in this study, with the exception of Thailand, continue to deal with legacies of 
colonialism including arbitrary placements of borders and foreign cultural and administrative influences which linger on 
to varying degrees. The internal frictions created by these legacies from the colonial era, and the extent to which any of 
them might contribute to exacerbating external cross-border conflicts, remain open to question. Certainly, however, 
these frictions appear to be part of the backdrop to many of the communication and social relationship issues evident 
within and between countries of the region. 
Does international public relations theory have anything to say about such inter-cultural and post-colonial perspectives, 
which influence the nature of dialogue between social groups in many countries? If not, should it? It may be noteworthy 
that the comments of some interviewees in the current study have been coloured by memories of colonialism, as with 
the Malaysian practitioner who remarked to this author that she viewed globalisation as a good thing “as long as it isn’t 
a form of modern colonialism”. (See Chapter Five.) 
 
 
 1.4.5 Sociological frameworks 
Those of a sociological bent may see allusions within these pages to concepts expressed by a range of writers from 
Jurgen Habermas (1970, 1984) - who as far back as the pre-internet 1970s spoke of the need to overcome 
‘systematically distorted communication’ created by power imbalances between parties seeking to be heard by each 
other - through to Zygmunt Bauman (2011) whose analysis of contemporary western society offers the disturbing vision 
of an increasingly rootless, corporatised and socially alienated ‘liquid modernity’ existing in the early years of the 21st 
century. Habermas (1998) has more recently spoken of the importance of the ‘public sphere’ - a shared community 
space in which people share some common experience and broad dialogue - and of the potentially insidious role of 
public relations within this public sphere due to its largely invisible nature.  
For his part, Bauman’s somewhat bleak sociological perspective merges into critical theory, a contemporary discipline 
which (as noted above – see 1.4.2 Critical theory frameworks) seeks to combine a range of social science disciplines in a 
manner that moves them away from any pretence of being value-neutral. The vision of the critical theorist is, rather, a 
wide-ranging and highly critical one in regard to its view of prevailing power structures and privilege and the social 
injustices which come in their wake. 
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Taking the above perspectives into account, the role that PRCC practitioners might be seen by some critics to play as 
sociological ‘agents for change’, or alternatively as ‘agents in defence of the establishment’ - with questions around who 
they work for and toward what broad societal ends - may be worth consideration when evaluating the opinions being 
expressed by this study’s participants. Sociology and critical theory perspectives would call for such consideration. 
A critical theorist will of necessity be concerned with the question of whose interests are ultimately being served by any 
activity, and whose interests are being overlooked - and that may legitimately be reflected upon within the ambit of any 
study of PR practitioners in the countries of South East Asia. 
In apparent allusion to such critical theory and sociological perspectives, public relations critics including Steve Mackey 
(2001) and Magda Pieczka (2006), have indeed challenged what they see to be a narrowness in mainstream PR’s 
theoretical view of itself, leaving too little room for critique of the underlying values of those who drive it forward, nor 
sufficient openness to true two-way dialogue. When sociology and critical theory are taken into account, along with 
what is becoming better understood about the complex social dynamics of post-colonial developing nations in South 
East Asia, the shortcomings of existing international public relations theory become easier to assert. But assuming such 
shortcomings are to be accepted (and that is far from the case in the profession as yet), how might they be satisfactorily 
addressed? 
 
 1.4.6 Communication theory frameworks 
Shifting the focus to the more particular field of communication theory, scholars in this area may observe allusions to 
the work of a range of 20th century researchers, including the highly mechanistic  Shannon and Weaver  communication 
model of the 1940s (Shannon and Weaver, 1949) - which concerned itself primarily with the roles of the ‘sender’ and 
‘receiver’ at each end of any communication, and the existence of any noise or ‘interference’ (cultural difference, 
perhaps?) which might arise between the two, generating a need for clarification - through to more complex social 
psychological theories about media, media power, agenda setting, influence and selective audience reception 
propounded by writers including Walter Lippmann (1922), Paul Lazarsfeld (1944), Harold Lasswell (1949) and Wilbur 
Schramm (1961); and generally cautionary theories of media-induced social conditioning propounded by writers such as 
George Gerbner (1976), George Comstock (1991) and the influential Canadian, Marshall McLuhan (1964, 1976) who in a 
more accessible way echoed some of the preoccupations of French theorists such as Ellul (1964) and Foucault  (1969) 
about the powerful role of technology and technique to shape and reshape social discourse and perceptions.  
Some scholars might even see, in respondents’ reflections about communal identities and priorities caught between 
competing symbolism of old and new worlds, some shadows cast by the pioneering work of Ferdinand de Saussure 
(1910-11, 1993), Charles Peirce (1934) and their successors in the influential world of symbols, codes of meaning, myths 
and multiple meanings that has come to be known as semiotics (Fiske 1982), a field perhaps more conspicuously 
embraced by modern advertising and cinema than by public relations.  Last but not least, recognition might even be 
found for the communication theory of Erving Goffman (1981), who contends that much of modern life resembles 
dramaturgy, in which people must prepare themselves to ‘go on stage’ and faithfully ‘perform’ the social roles expected 
of them, whether or not this reflects their true private selves. In this respect, the role of the modern PRCC practitioner, 
in South East Asia as elsewhere, might readily be characterised, in part at least, as that of a drama coach, teaching, 
informing and helping clients to perform successfully on a public stage, balancing the sometimes competing 
requirements and expectations of some very different audiences.   
Possible linkages between broader communication theory and public relations theory are commonly alluded to in 
undergraduate public relations teaching, yet rarely are explicit connections drawn (of the kind suggested above in regard 
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to Goffmann, 1981, and his apparent relevance to media training). But if public relations and corporate communication 
are indeed aspects of communication theory as a whole - and as a matter of logic it is hard to see how they could not be 
- then is it not high time for there to be some stronger and more explicit synthesis between them? 
 
1.4.7 Public relations theory frameworks 
At the most particular level of public relations and corporate communication theory, public relations scholars will 
recognise clear reference to the work of James Grunig (1995) in much of the discussion in this dissertation, especially in 
respect to the extent to which South East Asian practice may or may not be evolving toward adoption of his fourth (and 
said to most desirable) model of PR practice: the ‘two way symmetrical model’, which assumes a high level of respectful 
two-way dialogue and mutual influence between organisations and their key stakeholders and publics. However, the 
limitations of Grunig ‘s model in the so-called ‘high context’ societies of Asia, often characterised by high ‘power 
distance’ ratios, in the terms offered respectively by Hall (1977) and Hofstede (2001), may be worth particular 
consideration, and some comments by respondents in the current study highlight such potential dissonance. 
Grunig was one of the first public relations academics to recognise a role for inter-cultural inquiry about public relations 
practice (see, for example, Grunig, Grunig, Sriramesh, Huang and Lyra, 1995), and this is acknowledged in the following 
pages, along with the work of Grunig’s occasional collaborators Krishnamurthy Sriramesh (2002, 2004, 2009) and 
Slovenian practitioner Dejan Verčič (Verčič, 2000; Verčič, Grunig and Grunig, 1996).  A more comprehensive outline of 
these and other intercultural inquiries into public relations practice is provided in Chapter Three: Literature Review. 
As noted earlier, the efforts of other public relations writers including Mark McElreath (1997) and management theorist 
Henry Minzberg (2002), whose approach to strategic planning has come to be taught widely within public relations 
courses, have helped integrate the practice of public relations with more generalised strategic planning practices in large 
organisations. The work of McElreath, Minzberg and other strategically inclined writers has some relevance for the 
current study  too,especially in regard to respondents’ consideration of the extent to which public relations practice 
within their countries conforms to principles of ‘sound strategic planning’ as embraced in western countries. 
The most substantial published work on inter-cultural public relations practice in Asia remains the seminal text edited by 
Sriramesh (2004), containing national overviews produced by a range of academic writers. Those familiar with this text 
will recognise its major themes in this report. Yet, perhaps curiously, the perspectives and worldviews of PRCC 
practitioners - those people in the frontlines of the effort to reflect, shape and reshape community views in many areas, 
who may therefore have claims to having particular insights into the communities within which they work - have been 
barely recorded anywhere to date, in the Sriramesh text or anywhere else. The Sriramesh anthology also, curiously, 
almost entirely omits reference to the Singapore environment, despite being published in that country and despite 
Singapore being widely recognised as a leader of regional industry, investment, and public relations practice. (More is 
said about Sriramesh’s work in Chapters Two and Three, along with the work of other cross-cultural public relations 
theorists.) 
As noted above, public relations theorists such as Grunig (1995) and McElreath (1997) have made laudable attempts to 
ground public relations practice more firmly within logical strategic planning concepts that require rigorous situation 
analyses, the setting of measurable objectives, and meticulous evaluation. This is as it should be. Others, such as 
Sriramesh (2004) and Verčič (2000), have worked diligently to take this further, linking public relations theory to 
improved broader understandings about inter-cultural communication issues, and in more recent years an effort has 
been made to take this further still by public relations scholars including Caroline Hodges (2006), Mohan Dutta and 
Mahuya Pal (2008), and Jacquie L’Etang (2011), each in their own way seeking to locate public relations within broader 
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societal contexts that link more clearly to issues of power, underlying purposes, and social meanings. But as yet, there 
remain just as many questions as answers. Bearing this in mind, this research project endeavours to help shed greater 
light on what regional practitioners themselves may be able to reveal about any of these questions and answers.  
 
 
 
1.4.8 An inductive approach: In search of new theoretical models 
Given the wealth of multi-disciplinary frameworks and perspectives at hand, the lack of recognised disciplinary linkage 
between broader social science theories and public relations theory, and a concomitant paucity of reporting on the 
outlooks and perspectives of practitioners themselves, this thesis chooses not to frame this research report exclusively 
within any single existing theoretical structure, or even to pass judgment on which of them may have overriding 
relevance. 
Just as individuals will construct their own meanings in all matters, this writer too would prefer individual readers to 
construct their own analytical interpretations around this report. Different readers may relate to it in different ways, 
depending on their own disciplinary backgrounds, and in this writer’s view this is entirely reasonable - as long as the 
writer takes the trouble to note any models and theoretical perspectives which appear demonstrably pertinent to the 
particular points being made by respondents. More will be said about this throughout this report, and an attempt made 
to integrate and synthesise at least some of the disparate frameworks in the Conclusions, in Chapter Six. 
Most of all, it should be emphasise again that this report will seek to concern itself with the worldviews of respondents 
themselves, both individually and in terms of what can be inferred collectively from their comments and reactions.  In 
short, it is an exploratory and inductive inquiry seeking to reveal views and outlooks which exist in this relatively 
unexplored community, rather than a deductive one seeking to demonstrate a particular proposition or prove the 
validity of any particular theory or model. But it is no less important for that, in this writer’s view, because it may be 
argued that the communication practitioners of South East Asia have a capacity, collectively, to influence hundreds of 
millions of people, as well as being an intriguing reflection themselves of many of the prevailing values and outlooks in 
the region. It is important, on that basis, to acknowledge and set out the views of such practitioners, discuss their work, 
tell their stories, and reveal their outlooks much more fully than has occurred to date.   
If such an approach is dismissed by some public relations scholars as being too ‘anecdotal’ or simply ‘reportage’ with 
insufficient analysis and framing, as no doubt it will be in some quarters, then this is a risk the writer is prepared to take. 
Uncovering the first-hand perspectives of diverse public relations practitioners in disparate locations may help, in the 
words of L’Etang (2011), to “produce multiple interpretations of practice, tell currently untold stories, and generally 
contribute multi-layered insights into the practice” (p 18). This must surely be worth doing for anyone who wants to 
understand the profession and its impacts.  
Such exposure may ultimately assist also in the ongoing construction of new theories, and more nuanced and realistic 
models to describe professional practice in parts of the world not previously well studied, and in ways which may help 
integrate and synthesise perspectives which have evolved in relative isolation from each other. This, it might be hoped, 
could be a further heuristic contribution of the current study. 
In addition, the findings of this project may even reveal at least a little more about the complex contemporary realities 
of millions of people living their lives in the increasingly dynamic environments of South East Asia, as well as the lives of 
those people who actively seek to influence them in various ways. 
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Before proceeding on to the views of practitioners, it may first be helpful to frame their discussion within some further 
specific regional and country-by-country contexts. The next chapter, Chapter Two, seeks to provide such context. 
 
 
1.5 Summary 
It can be seen from the above that there are a wide range of potentially significant influences which might be identified 
from traditional belief systems and from the diverse world of academic theory, within and beyond existing public 
relations theory, to help understand distinctive aspects of the conduct of public relations and corporate communication 
activities in South East Asian nations. These may include insights from public relations and communication theory as well 
as broader disciplines of social science including anthropology and cultural and critical studies, and many other 
perspectives that fall outside the parameters of organisationally-oriented management studies.  
Building on such broad foundations, the following chapter proceeds to explore a range of other possible contextual 
influences that can be seen to be specifically regional, national and/or local in nature. 
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“You tap into whatever gives you the strongest chance of persuading – you have to know the undercurrents, 
the psyche.” 
 
Interviewee, Indonesia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“To me, globalisation is good – as long as it’s not a form of modern colonialism.” 
 
Interviewee, Malaysia 
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2.0 Chapter Two: Regional and national contexts 
 
2.0.1 The contexts of professional communication practice in South East Asia 
This chapter outlines some of the ways in which the region as a whole can be characterised, in terms of its 
communication environments, based on the work of a number of scholars active in broad cross-cultural research. This 
chapter goes on to draw links between such cross-cultural research and specific cross-cultural public relations research 
which has been conducted over the past two decades by PR theorists. 
Finally, the chapter provides an outline of specific environmental factors and background worth consideration, in the 
author’s view, for each of the six countries of the region. This draws on the work of public relations academics, 
contemporary journalists and a range of other observers. 
(Note: More focused attention is given to the specific field of cross-cultural public relations research in Chapter Three: 
Literature Review. With this in mind, Chapters Two and Three should be read in conjunction.) 
 
2.1.1 Region-wide context 
The task of providing relevant context to the worldviews of communication practitioners in South East Asia can be 
approached in many ways. As noted in the previous chapter, scholars from different disciplines may seek to ground such 
inquiry within a wide range of different disciplinary frameworks. 
Whatever the chosen framework, in the context of the current project it might be expected that any such framework 
should help provide answers to a broad range of questions, including:  To what extent do questions of personal and 
collective identity impact on the validity of so-called ‘Western models’ of public relations practice in this diverse cluster 
of ‘non-Western’ countries? To what extent is South East Asia actually a ‘region’ in any case, and if so, by what criteria? 
Do communication practitioners across this region, if it exists in any real sense, recognise themselves and their activities 
as being a part of it? What relative importance is given to any sense of regional identity as opposed to local and national 
identities, or any sense of global identity, in the pursuit of public relations work in this region? Beyond these immediate 
questions about the self-identity of practitioners and the cultures and communities in which they work, to what extent 
might other deeper and more complex environmental variables matter as well: for example, language, literacy levels, 
underlying values embedded in culture, geography, media systems, political systems, religion, and a host of other 
interrelated factors?  Can the answers to such questions tell us anything about the nature of motivation, power, 
influence and human relationships in these societies? These kinds of questions would appear to have particular 
importance as the member countries of ASEAN work to open their markets to one another as a single economic ‘region’ 
from this year (2015) onwards, by mutual agreement.  
At the broadest level, one might even ask what the answers to such questions can tell us not just about public relations 
professionals and the communities in which they work, and their place within global industry, but also about ourselves 
and any unexamined aspects of our own attitudes, outlooks, values and aspirations - based upon the accidents of our 
own birthplaces and upbringings. 
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The approach of this researcher has not been to seek to prescribe any single framework for analysis, and hence any 
singular context. Clearly, in the complex intellectual ferment of the early 21st century, it can be seen that there are 
multiple conceptual frameworks around which such an inquiry might be organised and interpreted, as noted in the 
previous chapter. Eschewing a choice of any one of these as the correct framework, this researcher has sought to 
structure the process of inquiry in as open-ended a way as possible, providing ample opportunity for respondents 
themselves to make revelations which may (or may not) point to underlying themes about, for example, power and 
control (in the terms favoured by critical theorists), or management theory (championed by Peter Drucker [2001] and 
others), cross-cultural ‘human resources’ theory (of the kind pioneered by Hofstede [2001]), anthropologically and 
culturally based perspectives (such as that offered by Edward T Hall [1976] and Stuart Hall [1992]), sociological and 
critical theory-based perspectives (such as those propounded by writers including Jurgen Habermas [1970, 1984, 1998] 
and most recently Zygmunt Bauman [2011]), public relations theory (of the kind enunciated by James Grunig [1984; 
1995] and others), broader communication theories (propounded by writers including Erving Goffman [1981]), and even 
the religious and ethical frameworks which some scholars may call upon to explain differences, parallels and frictions 
between societies rooted in value systems as diverse yet intersecting as Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism and Islam.  
(Chapter One provides a more detailed account of these broad theoretical and conceptual frameworks. Smart [1989], 
Huntington [1996] and Yum [2000] provide more detailed discussion of some of these important faith and values-based 
influences that appear to have particular significance in Asian societies.) 
Samuel Huntington (1996), notably, ignited considerable debate and controversy with his thesis that the long-standing 
Cold War between the forces of capitalism and communism, which dominated the second half of the 20th century, is 
now in the process of being replaced by a ‘Clash of Civilisations’ between the major remaining value systems in the 
world based more along religious and ethno-cultural lines rather than narrowly ideological or nationalistic ones. 
The reader is invited to consider all of the above as potentially useful frames of reference for particular aspects of the 
current study of how public relations operates in this region. 
 
 
 
2.1.2 Geert Hofstede and the ‘Five Dimensions of Culture’ 
There is, in short, quite a smorgasbord of alternative theoretical frameworks which might provide valid contexts to 
frame the views expressed by practitioners across the six countries of South East Asia selected for this study. However, 
one of the most readily accessible is the framework provided by Dutch researcher Geert Hofstede (1981,2001, 2005), 
who adopts an instrumentalist approach focusing less on underlying reasons and causes but, more pragmatically, on 
observable behavioural and attitudinal characteristics of societies as a whole and what consequences these may 
produce for communication. While the work of Hofstede, based on surveys initially conducted amongst the international 
employees of IBM, might reasonably be criticised on grounds including over-generalisation and the more subtle criticism 
that his very form of analysis betrays a highly Westernised pre-occupation with breaking all phenomena down 
mechanistically into component parts (ie. reductionism, rather than holism), it is nonetheless true that Hofstede’s form 
of analysis has been widely embraced in business and management circles, and to some extent by political analysts, as a 
practical tool for making generalisations about differences in the values and orientations of different cultures, most 
particularly evident when they encounter one another. Its evident usefulness as a form of ‘sensitivity alert’ has seen the 
Hofstede model widelyadopted and further developed in business and management teaching over the past 30 or so 
years, though, perhaps surprisingly, yet to widely cross over into public relations and communication teaching. 
45 
 
Given its increasingly broad adoption as a practical framework in business and management studies, with evident 
relevance to discerning so-called ‘East-West’ differences, Hofstede’s five dimensions of culture will be referenced in this 
and subsequent chapters, to assist in providing context to the comments and worldviews of the practitioners under 
study. 
The five cultural dimensions identified by Hofstede (1981, 2001, 2010), following extensive surveying of IBM employees 
in countries around the world, might be summarised as follows under the categories Hofstede himself identified: ‘power 
distance’, ‘uncertainty avoidance’, ‘individualism versus collectivism’, ‘masculinity versus femininity’, and ‘long-term 
versus short-term orientation’. 
2.1.2.1 Power distance 
This dimension of culture relates to the prevalence (or otherwise) of expectations for hierarchy, authoritarian decision-
making, and the extent of the gap between decision makers and those for whom decisions are being made. In a high 
power distance culture,  there is a general expectation that there are many decisions in which “ordinary” people will at 
best have only a limited right, if any right at all, to have a say. In short, people in a high power distance culture tend to 
expect to be told what to do, and to see this as natural. In a low power distance culture, people tend to have a higher 
expectation for involvement, influence, consultation and often even agreement about decisions that are being made 
which will affect them. Hofstede’s early work in this area focused on activities within an organisational setting - in 
particular, his work in IBM and its many branches around the world - but was later extended to take account of broader 
expectations in society, including attitudes to education, governance and the workplace as a whole.  His analysis 
identified high power distance cultures as being more accepting of inequality, more inclined to obedience, and having 
higher levels of submissiveness. In low power distance cultures, people tended to expect to be consulted more, and in 
communicating with people to achieve results of any kind there tended to be a greater reliance on rewards, 
demonstration of expertise or proving legitimacy in other ways. On Hofstede’s (2001) global ranking, Asian societies 
tend to exhibit higher power distance characteristics than most western societies - although some might argue that 
poorer and less articulate people in western societies might see themselves as being just as far removed from the ability 
to influence their circumstances as the so-called ‘ordinary’ people in Asian societies. It could be argued that in an Asian 
context, power-distance relationships may be relevant not just to general social status but to specific factors including 
age, class, caste, ethnic or racial majority or minority status, geographic region such as rural vs urban/metropolitan, 
profession, social networks, economic power, and rank conferred by official authority. 
2.1.2.2 Uncertainty avoidance 
This dimension relates to the ways in which people deal with the uncertain nature of future events. While humanity as a 
whole draws some comfort from routine and predictability, some cultures are said to have a greater disposition toward 
seeking novelty, embracing the unexpected, and even enjoying a level of risk-taking. These cultures are said to be low on 
uncertainty avoidance. In contrast, some other cultures are said to be more fearful about not knowing what to do, what 
is going to happen, what is expected of them, or precise instructions on how to proceed. This would appear to overlap 
with the ‘power distance’ dimension, and the fear of running afoul of the expectations of authority figures.  A low 
tolerance of ambiguity is said to lead people in high uncertainty avoidance cultures to search more intently for structure, 
security and predictability in their lives, and to want clear and consistent social protocols for behaviour at all times. Such 
societies may also place value on astrological predictions and advice that are strictly followed.  
Again, on Hofstede’s (2001) global ranking, Asian societies tend to be generally strong on uncertainty avoidance. In low 
uncertainty avoidance cultures, it is said to be easier to read people’s emotional states (ie. they will show how they are 
feeling more openly and be less concerned about the ‘risk’ of provoking an uncertain response from another). It is also 
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suggested that the so-called ‘generation gap’ is somewhat smaller in low uncertainty avoidance cultures as well, given 
that there is reduced anxiety about any possible divergences in thinking being exposed in the presence of an older 
person. In other words, the difference in outlooks and ways of functioning between younger and older people is argued 
to be somewhat less in western societies, leading to a greater willingness to express views openly between generations. 
2.1.2.3 Individualism versus collectivism 
Again related in subtle and less subtle ways to the previous dimensions described above, ‘individualism versus 
collectivism’ refers to the extent to which people are willing, or even seek, to make decisions for themselves, according 
to their own individual impulses, or the extent to which their decision-making processes may be more oriented towards 
group concerns - notably those of the family, peers, or their immediate community. An example of this would be the 
choice of an educational path, a career or a life partner. Under collectivism, greater acknowledgment is given to the fact 
that what one person does affects his/her entire group as well, and the group interest is seen to be greater than the 
individual interest. Asian societies tend to rank considerably higher than western societies on measures of collectivism 
over individualism - although it may be worth considering the extent to which complicating factors such as urban versus 
rural, richer versus poorer, older versus younger and more modern traditional versus more Westernised local 
populations may also influence overall rankings. Hofstede (2001) and his contemporaries have generally been silent on 
such differentiation within cultural groups. Nevertheless, this dimension still goes to the core of identity in many 
respects, in its conception of whether a person sees himself or herself primarily as an individual with aspirations to be 
fulfilled, or more primarily as part of a group with expectations to uphold as part of its collective set of responsibilities, 
most often within the family. Individualistic cultures have been characterised as more ‘hedonistic’, with weaker family 
ties and more inclined toward innovation - for example,  producing more invention patents - whereas collectivist 
cultures have been characterised as more inclined toward the power of the social network, decisions made within the 
group, and ‘shaming’ or ostracising of any who stray. Interestingly, a correlation has also been noted between cold to 
moderate climates - producing more social separation and individualism -and tropical and subtropical climates - 
producing more social sharing and collectivism. The climatic dimension, if real, would have particular relevance to most 
of the countries of South East Asia, which sit mainly in the tropical zone. 
2.1.2.4 Masculinity versus femininity 
This dimension is said to relate to traditional associations between the ‘masculine traits’ of assertiveness, single-minded 
task and career orientation, resolution of conflict via denial or direct challenge, and competitiveness; and on the other 
side to the ‘feminine traits’ which more often favour cooperation, group decisions, sympathy for the weak, a broader 
outlook on the relationship between work and life, and resolution of conflict through problem-solving and compromise.  
Not surprisingly, cultures with more feminine orientations are sometimes observed to have more women in 
management positions, given that they attach greater value to feminine characteristics and the contribution these can 
make to an organisation.  It is worth noting that Hofstede’s (2001) thinking does not conform totally to stereotyped 
views of ‘male’ and ‘female’; rather, his use of the term feminine seems to suggest more that ‘feminine’ is almost 
synonymous with androgenous or ‘not conventionally male’; whereas he uses the term ‘masculine’ to refer more to the 
kind of sex role specialisation that typified most societies until the late 20th century. Asian societies are said to present 
as somewhat mixed in this dimension; on the one hand, men embrace and are expected to embrace roles in families and 
businesses that correspond with a traditional status given to men as recognised leaders and decisive authority figures, at 
least nominally, within their own families and more broadly, but at the same time the gap between male and female 
physicality and demeanour is often smaller than in western societies - in a sense, tending toward more androgeneity and 
sometimes even a more reflective shared philosophical or spiritual outlook. Even here, nevertheless, there can be 
variation between, for example, Vietnamese men, who tend to drink more beer, smoke more and gregariously socialise 
more in public places than do Vietnamese women (Tuoi Tre, 2012), in contrast to more modest male habits generally 
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evident in Indonesia. Factors such as religion and particular local histories may therefore be seen to have some bearing 
on gender roles and relationships as well. 
2.1.2.5 Long-term versus short-term orientation 
Last but not least, Hofstede (2001) identifies a fifth dimension that he has come to call long-term versus short-term 
orientation. This concerns itself with the extent to which a society is willing to forgo short-term impulses for longer-term 
achievement, or delayed gratification. Societies with long-term orientations are said to be more willing to persevere and 
persist toward long-term goals, give less priority to leisure time, and be more inclined toward saving for the future. 
Societies with shorter-term orientations are said to expect quicker results, attach greater importance to leisure time, 
and save less. Interestingly, societies with lower long-term orientation are said to be more inclined to believe in 
meritocracy (that is, people achieving success through their own efforts rather than by right of birth or age or 
connections) and those with high long-term orientation said to be more inclined to the view that people should live 
somewhat more equally, even though there would often be exceptions to these rules within both types of societies. Old 
age is seen to come later - indeed, actively delayed - in societies with less long-term orientation, whereas those with 
stronger long-term orientation see it as coming to them sooner but being a more satisfying and honoured period of life. 
Once more, Asian societies are typically ranked amongst the strongest in the world for long-term orientation. 
∞∞∞ 
As noted earlier, in recent years, working with his son Gert-Jan (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2010), Hofstede has sought to 
continue refining and elaborating upon his initial five dimensions, apparently mindful of criticisms that have been 
attracted from elements of academia in regard to the limitations of his methodology, claims of over-generalisation and 
over-simplification, and claims of inherent cultural biases within his categorisations (amongst other matters).  
Fundamentally, however, it might be said that Hofstede stands by his initial conceptions. 
As noted by Fitch (2012), public relations scholarship, particularly from the 1990s and early into the new century, has 
drawn on the work of Hofstede to compare various dimensions of national cultures; however, much of this work has 
been said to adopt what has been termed as ‘essentialist’ approaches which fail to adequately recognise diversity within 
or across cultures (Courtright, Wolfe & Baldwin, 2011) and which conceptualise culture as a static, unified entity rather 
than as dynamic and socially constructed meaning-making processes (Daymon & Surma, 2009; Kent & Taylor, 2011). 
Nevertheless, in light of how warmly Hofstede’s broad analysis continues to be received in management circles, it is not 
surprising that others have continued to plough similar fields. Notable amongst these are Robert J House and his 
associates (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman and Gupta, 2004) with their GLOBE model developed between 1998 and 
2002, based on a larger and more complex sample of questionnaires completed by middle managers across more than 
800 organisations and more than 60 societies. This model divided the 62 societies surveyed into 10 clusters based on 
geography, common language, religion and historical features. These are: Anglo, Latin Europe, Nordic Europe, Germanic 
Europe, Eastern Europe, Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, Arab, Southern Asia, and Confucian Asia. The countries 
considered within the current research project all fit within one or other of the two final groups. As part of their analysis, 
House et al (2004) built on Hofstede’s (2001) dimensions of culture with some changes of terminology but little change 
of fundamental meaning. Their major innovation was the addition of two dimensions that they call ‘Performance 
orientation’ - the extent to which group members are encouraged and rewarded for excelling in their individual 
performance - and ‘Humane orientation’ - the extent to which the society values and rewards individuals for fairness, 
kindness, generosity, and so on. These dimensions were included in the questionnaire component of the current 
research study (Chapter Five), with a view to assessing whether they hold any particular resonance for respondents. 
 
The current research project does not aim to be a full critique of Hofstede (2001), Hofstede and Hofstede (2010), or 
House et al (2004), or any others who have followed them. But it is worth noting once more that their work, as well as 
attracting a high level of interest, has also attracted a level of criticism for its limitations (see, for example, Eunson, 
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2005), on grounds including over-simplification, potential cultural stereotyping, and over-generalisation about the 
cultural composition of countries within Hofstede’s identified ‘clusters’ of like countries.  
 
A broader criticism is that the ‘managerial’ focus of this research fails to take full account of substantial scholarly 
research already performed in other disciplines including anthropology, sociology, economics, history, geography and 
psychology. Given these criticisms, which have some validity in this writer’s view, the current study will not attempt to 
slavishly plot the detailed cultural variables and clusters presented by these management-oriented researchers. But 
given their ubiquity in international business and management circles (including academic teaching in business and 
management), and the undoubted fact that large numbers of people around the world have found these analyses 
provide clarity and accessibility to the study of cultural difference, they remain worthy of inclusion as a reference point 
in the current study, providing a practical tool to help focus the discussion of respondents. To the extent they are useful 
for this purpose, the current study will draw on Hofstede (2001) and House et al (2004) - but will also add broader points 
of reference as well. 
 
The study will also draw on the analyses offered by a set of academic authors commissioned by Krishnamurthy 
Sriramesh to provide national overview chapters for his seminal anthology, Public Relations in Asia (Sriramesh, 2004), as 
well as writers from a range of other disciplines where this appears relevant, many of whom are noted in the previous 
chapter. It is worth observing that Sriramesh and most of his chapter authors give a high level of credence to the 
Hofstede (2001) framework. 
 
2.1.3 Dejan Verčič, James Grunig and Larissa Grunig:  The five “environmental variables” 
At the outset of his seminal anthology of Asian public relations practice, Sriramesh acknowledges the ethnocentrism of 
most public relations theory and analysis, noting it is focused primarily on the United States and some western European 
countries, and therefore exhibits a “distinct scarcity of empirical evidence about public relations practices from other 
regions of the world…”(Sriramesh, 2004; p.1).  Sriramesh notes further that because of this lack of empirical evidence on 
the linkage between environmental variables and the public relations practices in most regions of the world, such 
linkage can only be conceptualised or based on anecdotal evidence. This is one of the primary rationales he gives for his 
Asian anthology: to help fill this knowledge gap and to provide a “significant first step” toward building a more 
comprehensive knowledge base on international public relations (Sriramesh, 2004; p3). However, he recognises the 
value of a conceptual framework first laid down in 1992, in a three-nation study undertaken by Grunig (1992), funded by 
the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC), and widely known as the ‘Excellence Project’.  Building 
on the Grunig (1992) project, Dejan Verčič and James and Larissa Grunig (1996) later identified a range of generic 
principles which they believed could form a basis for global public relations practice, as well as five socio-cultural 
‘environmental variables’ that they argued should be taken into account by practitioners developing public relations 
strategies specific to any given country. These variables are:  
x political ideology,  
x economic system (including level of development),  
x levels of community activism,  
x culture, and  
x the prevailing media systems (Grunig, 1992; Verčič, Grunig and Grunig, 1996). 
In his own writing, Sriramesh (2004)seeks to collapse these elements down further into three broader headings, 
although the five variables described by Verčič et al (1996) remain conceptually sharper and more discretely useful in 
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this author’s view, so they will be referenced at regular intervals in this dissertation, in combination with Hofstede’s 
(2001) five dimensions of culture.  
 
2.1.4 Krishnamurthy Sriramesh: A “conceptual framework” 
Sriramesh (2004) makes some pertinent observations on the key environmental variables noted by Verčič et al (1996), in 
putting forward his own ‘conceptual framework’. For example, in regard to political systems, Sriramesh makes the 
centrally important point in an Asian context that “public relations thrives on public opinion, which leads one to 
conclude that only pluralistic societies offer an environment that is conducive to practising strategic public relations”, 
and further, that democracy “is the primary underpinning on which strategic public relations thrives” (Sriramesh, 2004; 
p 5). In Sriramesh’s (2004) view, the concept of ‘strategic’ public relations implies a form of practice which is grounded in 
two-way dialogue and the capability to make ongoing adjustments according to the outcomes of the dialogue (as might 
be seen, perhaps, in a relatively open and pluralistic political system such as the one existing in Australia) as opposed to 
one-way purely ‘propagandistic’ communication (as might be seen in a tightly controlled one- party system like North 
Korea). If this kind of definition is to be accepted, it raises the question of where South East Asian countries sit along the 
spectrum between these two poles, and what implications such placement may have for public relations practice in 
those countries. 
The current study does not seek to arrive at a definitive placement along a spectrum of the six countries examined, but 
the answers given by respondents can certainly be read with this consideration in mind - most directly in responses to 
the questions about politics (see Chapter Five) and perhaps more subtly throughout. Based on the responses given, it 
will be left to readers to draw their own conclusions about the extent to which a specific political system and ideology 
are centrally important to the views being offered from each country. While rarely weighing in explicitly himself, 
Sriramesh (2004) leaves little doubt about his general disposition, commenting that “Western definitions of public 
relations assume a democratic structure where competing groups seek legitimacy and power through public debate and 
elections, which is not always the norm in many parts of the world, including Asia” (Sriramesh, 2004; p 8).  He further 
notes that it is particularly difficult to discern the true situation in the “emerging democracies” of Asia, “where 
alternative views may be encouraged in theory but not in practice”, leading to various overt and covert forms of self, 
social and government censorship (Sriramesh, 2004; p 8). This analysis appears to have particular relevance to the views 
expressed by respondents in the current study in regard to power and politics and how these affect their work choices. 
(See Chapter Five.) The general question of how public relations practice becomes skewed when government becomes 
the single most important stakeholder - often the only stakeholder with effective power in some countries - has been 
taken up by some others outside of the Sriramesh (2004) anthology as well; for example by Taylor and Kent (1999).  
2.1.4.1 Economic development and political systems 
Sriramesh (2004), as did Grunig (1992) before him, acknowledges the frequent correlation between levels of economic 
development and political systems, observing that societies with a more pluralistic political philosophy have tended to 
be more economically developed and to favour a situation of greater economic freedom in which market forces dictate 
the exchange of goods and services. “Market economies, therefore, have competing sets of players all of whom try to 
garner the attention of their relevant publics” (Sriramesh, 2004; p8). By extension, this means they also provide more 
favourable conditions for strategic public relations practice. On this view, strategic public relations “generally thrives in 
developed countries because the more developed an economy is, the greater the number of organisational players and 
the higher the level of competition among organisations. These multiple suppliers of goods and services obviously need 
to compete for public attention, approval and support  - a prime reason for employing public relations professionals as 
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in-house staff or as consultants” (Sriramesh, 2004; p 9). Sriramesh notes as well that the political system of a country 
also determines the extent to which private entrepreneurship is valued and encouraged, and that growing participation 
of Asian countries in the World Trade Organisation (WTO) framework has been a major driving force behind them 
moving away from heavily controlled supply of goods and services (if not outright monopoly in some cases), and toward 
more liberalised environments in which more players are free to enter and compete in markets – thereby also creating 
opportunities for public relations practitioners to undertake work other than managing relationships with only one 
player, the government. This has spurred the growth of PRCC practice in developing nations joining the WTO system, but 
- and this is not a question specifically addressed by Sriramesh (2004) - it leaves open the question of how practitioners 
fare when faced with an environment exhibiting some of the features of open markets and claims to liberal democracy, 
but without necessarily having strong roots or a long-standing cultural disposition toward either of them, as might be 
seen to be the case across much of South East Asia. It leaves open the question of how to assess ‘hybrid’ environments 
such as that which exists in China, not addressed in the current study, and Vietnam, which does form part of this study, 
in which a one-party ideologically based state with continuing high levels of government ownership and control of key 
economic activities exists alongside some features of a free market economy. Even so-called capitalist locations such as 
Singapore exhibit strong central guidance and facilitation from state sources. These kind of complicating factors form 
some of the important background to the current study amongst PRCC practitioners. 
Sriramesh (2004) further notes that the level and nature of economic development in a country can also have a direct 
bearing on other issues such as poverty and levels of literacy. Both of these variables in turn have important implications 
for the “communication infrastructure” which exists in a country, and hence on the capacity of PRCC practitioners to 
perform work effectively across all communities (Sriramesh, 2004, p 9). For example, poorly developed mass media, due 
to poor conditions for media profitability, will further depress the capacity of communities to become informed. In turn, 
weak habits in daily reading and engagement in public debate about local and national affairs can further reinforce a 
tendency for weak - or even non-existent - formation of interest groups to protect neighbourhood and other community 
interests. Without informed, engaged and opinionated interest groups working in competition with one another, public 
relations activity is severely curtailed. As can be seen, this can occur simply as a result of poor economic conditions and 
poorly developed infrastructure just as much as by any deliberate intent by a regime in power. As will be seen, a number 
of respondents in the current research offer observations pertinent to this infrastructural aspect, in countries including 
Indonesia, Vietnam and Thailand. (See Chapter Five.) 
Notwithstanding the above, public relations activity across South East Asia appears to be developing rapidly, at least 
partly fuelled by an emerging sense of optimism and regional identity that  extends beyond the economic  issues and 
limitations of any individual nation. In the breathless words of journalist Jasmine Tan (1993): “Today’s public relations 
reveals a new face that’s been shaped by the changing business environment in Asia  - an influx of multinational 
corporations into Asia, the regionalisation of Asian firms, a burgeoning level of sophistication in the region - all of which 
pound and sculpt a new profile for the industry” (Tan, 1993; p 58).  
Tan might also have noted the extent to which a growing level of privatisation of formerly state-owned entities is 
providing further impetus to the apparent dynamism and optimism increasingly exhibited by public relations operatives 
in the region. One of the interviewees in the current study makes particular reference to this aspect of his own 
experience in Indonesia (see comments of Waluyo, Chapter Five). Public relations scholar Karanjit Kaur (1997) goes as 
far as to posit that the level of privatisation under way in countries of the region might be seen as one of the most 
important environmental variables affecting the health of the public relations sector in these countries. 
2.1.4.2 Levels of activism 
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The third of the variables noted by Verčič, Grunig and Grunig (1996) - levels of activism - may be seen as closely allied to 
the first two. Activism by community groups, labour unions, non-government organisations (NGOs) and others 
representing specific interests within society - even the more competitive and dynamic  of the multinational 
corporations - tends to flourish most in environments in which there are relatively high levels of freedom to operate 
without censorship, and the resources available to devote to promoting  competing sets of views. Sriramesh (2004) 
observes that it is not uncommon to see public relations resources being deployed on both sides of an activist 
movement - typically with corporate forces aligned against NGOs, and vice versa - but that public relations literature is 
largely silent on the relationship between activism and public relations in most regions of the world. “In Asia, this 
relationship, like most others, is completely unexplored” (Sriramesh, 2004; p 10). Once again, while not explicitly 
questioning respondents on their views toward ‘activism’ as such, the current study seeks to shed some light on how a 
diverse range of practitioners place themselves and their profession within the social ferment of their societies. 
2.1.4.3 Legal systems 
The level of social activism and the extent to which the tools of public relations practice may be readily applied in a 
country may depend also, to some extent, on the legal system of that country. In another factor closely linked to both 
the political system and, in most cases, to the stage of economic development, the legal system of a country must also 
be taken into account as a factor which either facilitates or hinders effective advocacy on behalf of others. For example, 
within legal codes that are clear and explicit, and administrated at arm’s length and independently from executive 
government, interest groups of all kinds will feel freer to lobby and persuade. In contrast, in systems where the legal 
code is opaque, not clearly articulated, and/or seen to be a direct tool of executive government to get its way, then only 
the bravest or most foolish will enter into open public advocacy for any issue which does not already enjoy clear 
government support. In this respect, Sriramesh (2004; p 11) notes that legal codes tend to be explicit in Western 
democracies but that “the legal structure may appear to be more nebulous and often embedded in the social or 
religious codes in other regions of the world including Asia”. While his point is well made and understood, some might 
challenge the contention that Western law is any less grounded in social or religious codes; it may be just that Western 
legal codes have attained a level of explicitness and detail in their own right which allows them to be deciphered and 
interpreted with less explicit reference to their social, religious or historical underpinnings. Some respondents in this 
research project allude to the link between politics, economics and local legal systems, particularly in regard to the use 
of law as a weapon by those holding political or economic power, and how this impacts upon the ability to conduct PRCC 
activities (See Chapter Five.) 
2.1.4.4 Culture 
Sriramesh (2004) and most of his chapter authors either explicitly or implicitly concur with Grunig et al (1992, 1996) in 
attaching importance to culture as one of the most significant of all environmental variables in PR practice, giving 
particular acknowledgement to Hofstede (2001) and his five dimensions.  But Sriramesh (2004; p 12) also comments on 
the lack of any universally accepted definition of culture, noting that in the field of anthropology there are, according to 
Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952), over 164 definitions and 300 variations of these. He cites the first comprehensive 
definition of the concept coming from  E B Tyler (1871) who referred to culture as “that complex whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” 
(Sriramesh, 2004; p 12). In a 21st century context, we might further observe that culture is likely to be seen as no longer 
wholly dependent on ethnicity and biological heredity. As noted earlier, Hofstede (2001) with  his ‘human resources’ 
background, prefers to side-step the complex questions of cause and effect which go into the shaping of culture, though 
some may be strongly implicit at times, and to focus primarily on the manifestations of culture and cultural difference in 
large organisational settings, especially multinational organisations. In this context, Sriramesh (2004; p 12), with implicit 
approval, happily quotes Hofstede’s (2001) description of culture simply as a “mental program”. It might be said that the 
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“mental programs” of particular local and national publics are never far from the surface in the comments offered by 
survey participants and interviewees throughout this research report. 
2.1.4.5 Media systems 
Last but not least, the identification by Verčič, Grunig and Grunig (1996) of media systems as a key environmental 
variable in public relations practice is also supported by Sriramesh (2004). Noting the symbiotic and sometimes 
contentious relationship between public relations and media industries, Sriramesh (2004) acknowledges a number of 
significant aspects, including the power of media to shape public opinion in regard to national images and reputations, 
and the implications arising from media ownership and control - a particularly significant factor in many developing 
countries where media is either directly or indirectly controlled by government, or at least owned by business interests 
highly dependent on positive government relationships.  Sriramesh also notes the varying “outreach” capacity of media 
to penetrate all parts of national populations, which in developing countries is frequently related to the two broad issues 
of poverty and illiteracy (Sriramesh, 2004; p 20). But other factors including linguistic differences within nations, the 
urban bias of media, and infrastructure problems such as varying access to electricity and communication networks, can 
also come into play. Some respondents in the current study make reference to all of these factors, in the context of their 
impact on the capacity of PRCC practitioners to reach defined publics and achieve communication objectives in 
particular locations. 
2.1.4.6 A complex ‘brew’ of interacting influences 
The above factors noted by Grunig (1992), Sriramesh (2004), Verčič et al (1996), Hofstede (2001), House et al (2004) and 
others all provide potentially useful considerations to keep in mind at a region-wide level when reading and evaluating 
the comments of the respondents to this study. They demonstrate that dimensions of difference and commonality may 
in some cases be cultural - in terms of senses of community, outlooks, orientations and values – and in some cases more 
about circumstance – in terms of variables such as levels of economic development, incomes, infrastructure, and 
prevailing political ideologies which may be at least in part the product of historical or geographical accidents. In some 
cases, of course, it can be a matter of arbitrary definition as to where the line should be drawn between some of these 
categories. But wherever such lines may be drawn, these factors would all appear worthy of due consideration as 
potentially important parts of the context for the expressed views of PRCC practitioners in the region. 
 
2.2 The six-nation sample 
 
The current study samples the views of practitioners operating in, and in some cases between and beyond, six countries 
of South East Asia: Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam.  All these countries are 
member nations of the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
The countries of ASEAN have reached formal agreement to open trade borders to each other, removing many if not 
most of the business and travel restrictions which have previously applied between them, as from 2015 (The Economist, 
2010, ASEAN, 2015), although some delays in implementation are expected. This may make the current study of ASEAN 
member nations particularly timely. 
Four member countries of ASEAN - Myanmar (Burma), Laos, Brunei, and Cambodia - were excluded from the sample on 
the grounds that they are either insufficiently developed economically to have a PRCC sector able be compared 
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meaningfully with other nations in the region, or that the circumstances of the country are so unique as to make most 
comparisons invalid.  An argument might be made that the last of these, Cambodia, is closest to having the 
characteristics of an identifiable PRCC sector of its own for comparison purposes today, but the ingredients were not 
fully in place at the time of the data collection. 
Having examined some of the contexts and general environmental variables which may be pertinent across all six of 
these nations, it is worth examining key environmental characteristics that are specific to each of the six countries. As 
well as having some shared and overlapping histories, each nation also has a unique story of its own to tell. 
 
2.2.1 The Singaporean context 
 
“Singapore is a city state completely surrounded by Muslim societies. That’s not always fully appreciated by people 
who just fly in and out.” – Interviewee, Singapore 
 
Singapore is a good place to begin, being widely acknowledged as an early economic leader of the region, and still a 
major regional business hub. It is noteworthy that Sriramesh’s (2004) Asian public relations anthology, despite being 
published in Singapore, is silent about the island state and does not include a chapter on it. It could be speculated that 
this was not an oversight but a reflection of some of the delicate political, legal and other sensitivities at the time 
alluded to throughout the anthology. By not having to explicitly characterise Singapore and the restrictions of its 
political, media, legal and business environments, Sriramesh may well have saved himself some angst as a Singapore-
based academic.  If so, this would be a pity because the richness and subtlety of the Singaporean environment is worthy 
of analysis.  
A city of more than five million people (Singstat, 2013), composed predominantly of ethnic Chinese, Malay and Indian 
communities, Singapore, is, at times, derided by foreign critics on the grounds that it is essentially a one-party state, 
with a system set up to give the appearance of democracy but with little room for real democratic habits to function. An 
example of such criticism can be found in the accounts of the international human rights NGO, Human Rights Watch 
(2012). Entrenched power is said to be enforced through apparatus including a heavily State-controlled education 
system and State-owned and/or controlled mass media. To its harshest critics, Singapore represents a bland form of 
fascism, with only a pretence of democracy, lacking even a strong respect for its own traditional culture and heritage as 
evidenced by an attitude of developmentalism at all costs, and a willingness to jettison anything – language, traditional 
lifestyles, human rights - that may stand in the way of achieving Singapore’s desired status as an economic powerhouse.  
In the harsh words of one critic, Singapore has become a place that has “everything but no soul” (Chang, 2010).  At the 
other extreme, acolytes of Singapore tend to characterise the island nation as a miracle in South East Asia - a tiny 
country with almost no natural resources of its own which from fragile beginnings as an independent nation in the early 
1960s has built itself into a formidable presence not just in the region but internationally, through sheer hard work, 
determination and fierce pragmatism. It has provided most of its people with a material quality of life that is envied 
throughout the region. As one interviewee in this study, Su Ling, remarked, people from western countries, who fly in 
and out of Singapore and see it as somehow typical of Asia, often fail to appreciate that Singapore is a tiny nation 
surrounded on all sides by Muslim nations - and, she implies, quite unlike them. (These remarks are reported more fully 
in Chapter Five).  
Based on this view, it could be said that the miraculous achievement of Singapore is not just its ongoing economic 
strength, but its achievement of this from the most fragile of beginnings and in one of the most politically delicate 
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regions of the word, somehow balancing its quest for prosperity with a need to manage many potentially divisive 
political, ethnic, religious and cultural concerns inside and outside its own borders.  Accordingly, modern Singapore can 
most charitably be viewed as a remarkable exercise in nation-building, often under the most difficult and daunting 
conditions. Between this admiring view of Singapore and the harsher views of its critics, the complex reality may lie 
somewhere between – and indeed may even embrace elements of both ‘truths’.  Several respondents indeed alluded to 
these somewhat mixed and paradoxical elements of Singaporean society in this study.  
It seems clear that one of the underlying foundations of the success of attempts by Singapore’s leaders to build a strong 
sense of nationhood and a shared sense of the need to rise above divisions has been the ongoing prosecution of a case 
that Singapore is a small, vulnerable island whose population must stand together and work together to remain strong 
and safe. American public relations scholar James Van Leuven (1996) notes the importance this quest for national unity 
and common purpose has had since the founding of Singapore and its neighbour Malaysia, as manifested in ongoing 
official public relations ‘nation building’ activities in both countries. Singapore’s acknowledged founding father, Lee Kuan 
Yew, has pushed the theme himself in no fewer than three books detailing the fragile origins of Singapore, and its 
current and future challenges, all of which have been big sellers in Singapore. His final major work Hard Truths to Keep 
Singapore Going (Lee, 2011) carries a message which is hardly subtle, even for people who do not go beyond the title to 
read the book.  The clear message is that Singapore must remain fiercely pragmatic and focused, accepting the 
confronting realities of its geopolitical position at all times. Lee likens Singapore to an eighty storey building constructed 
on marshy land. “We’ve learned how to put in stakes and floats so we can go up for another 20, maybe over a hundred 
storeys… Provided that you understand and ensure that the foundation is strong” (Latif, 2011; p 33). While lauding the 
long-term leadership of Singapore for its “high sense of realism and imagination”, Lee’s closing words, as a man in his 
late eighties (he was ultimately to die on 23 March 2015), struck a more mellow note than in days gone by, 
acknowledging both his own mortality and that of his People’s Action Party, which has dominated the Singapore political 
system since independence in 1965.  
“No system lasts forever, that’s for sure” (Latif, 2011; p 33). But Lee remained firm till the end in the unsentimental 
realism of his view that in some respects Singapore may always be seen as an “interloper” within its own region – as the 
only ethnically Chinese majority-populated nation existing outside China. “Combine racial perception with the religious 
resurgence in South East Asia, which has developed a cutting militant edge, and Singapore’s predicament is clear” (Latif, 
2011; p 33). This acknowledges that much of Singapore’s challenge at present lies in determining how to safely navigate 
a path between its long-standing recognition as a pro-western ‘Chinese’ state backed by the US and Europe, the growing 
ascendency of both China and India in the region and the world at large, and resurgent Islamic militancy in the region. 
This is a complex cocktail indeed. Singapore, it is implied, suffers the risk of being caught between the dangers of 
undesirable extremes: facing either a neo-colonial return to domination by one or more foreign powers, or remaining as 
a friendless “orphaned city state” (Latif, 2011; p 33). The underlying fear behind these prospects perhaps goes to the 
heart of the success of Singaporean leaders in persuading a majority of the population to accept its way of governing, 
notwithstanding an evident rise of disaffection at the margins in recent years. How this plays out in years to come - and 
particularly when all of Lee Kuan Yew’s founding generation finally leave the stage - is open to question. For the 
purposes of this project, the above discussion is noteworthy for the context it provides for ongoing debate about what 
can and cannot be done in Singapore, and what can and cannot be said - by PRCC practitioners and others. It also 
perhaps goes some way to explaining the evident enthusiasm that Singapore appears to have for the development of 
the ASEAN group of nations, with Singapore as a major hub within it. In other words, all roads lead back to the same 
quest:  for secure nationhood, prosperity, and respected status within a region that historically has offered Singapore 
little security. 
2.2.1.1 Linguistic and cultural complexity 
55 
 
At the more mundane level of the immediate challenges faced by PRCC practitioners in Singapore, linguistic and cultural 
complexity is one major factor to consider.  While Singapore is widely regarded as one of the easiest places in Asia for 
western people and businesses to operate, due to English being adopted as its language of commerce, there are more 
complex undercurrents in play. Singapore has four official languages. Malay is the designated national language, though 
both English and Mandarin are more commonly used. Other languages including Hokkien (a Chinese dialect) and Hindi 
(an Indian language) are widely spoken in particular communities. Singapore has sought to balance the cultural 
sensitivities within its population by requiring all Singaporeans to learn two languages: English, and the mother tongue 
of their own ethnic group. The success of bilingualism has been a cornerstone of Singapore’s success as a community 
and an economy, but not without ongoing complications. For example, the ethnic Chinese in Singapore are more likely 
to have come from Hokkien or Cantonese speaking backgrounds (dialects different to Mandarin, the official language of 
China). In the modern world of international business, Mandarin is increasingly useful.  However, Singapore’s multi-
racial composition would make it difficult to insist on any version of Chinese as the national language, particularly 
amongst Indians and Malays. English was adopted as the de facto national language on the basis that English was more 
acceptable across all groups and provided better access to the rest of the world in which English was, if not always the 
first language, then very commonly a secondary language.  In practice, there has been wide variation in language 
proficiency between Singaporeans based on their education levels, ethnicity, and generations – at times leading to a 
level of fragmentation, isolation and uncertainty between groups. There are also some signs of flux over time. Lew Kuan 
Yew urged Chinese Singaporeans to speak English at school and Mandarin at home, to ensure younger generations 
became conversant in Mandarin (Toh and Ong, 2011). Incidentally, Mandarin was Mr Lee’s fourth language, after 
English, Hokkien, and Malay. 
 As noted earlier, Mandarin is not necessarily spoken at home, even by ethnic Chinese, and many young people speak 
little or no Mandarin. Many older ethnic Chinese speak fluent Hokkien or Cantonese but only limited English. While 
English is spoken by a vast majority, with varying degrees of proficiency, it is noteworthy that Singaporeans still tend to 
prefer their home-grown movies in Chinese. While enjoying Hollywood blockbusters in English - sometimes with 
subtitles - local movies tend to be made in Chinese. It made news in 2008 when a Singapore film maker created a movie 
for cinema release, aiming for popular appeal, in which English was the major language spoken (Hui, 2008). From a 
westerner’s perspective, it is helpful to find that Chinese language movies are often presented in cinemas with English 
subtitles.  
In the realm of religion, Malay remains the dominant language of instruction in Singapore’s mosques, preaching to those 
of the Islamic faith, but a trend has been reported for some sermons and religious classes, at some mosques, to be 
presented in English (Othman, 2009). When presenting his annual address for Singapore’s National Day, Prime Minister 
Lee Hsien Loong gives a live broadcast firstly in Malay (recognising Singapore’s origins as a breakaway from the 
Malaysian federation), and then repeats it in Mandarin. After a short break, he addresses the audience again, this time 
in English (Straits Times, 2011a). Despite ethnic Indians being close to 10 per cent of the population (Department of 
Statistics, 2012) their language is not used officially at any time. If this was to change, it would raise the question as to 
which language to use, based on the breakdown of Singapore’s Indian population: Malayalam, Tamil, Gujarati, Punjabi, 
Hindi - or perhaps one of the 17 other officially recognised Indian languages? Given India’s common background as a 
British colony, it is perhaps convenient that English has long been a second language throughout most of India, and 
remains the second recognised national language of India, at least for official business, after Hindi. 
The level of thought and work required to respect ethnic, religious and linguistic sensitivities and sensibilities, without 
falling into the trap of allowing Singaporeans to see themselves as nothing more than a collection of ghettoised 
communities, is noteworthy and perhaps praiseworthy - and endlessly reinforced with some earnestness. As one local 
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writer sums up the situation: “Because we are so small and so strategically and precariously situated, we have learned to 
socially engineer ourselves into a peace-loving multicultural society” (Ee, 2009).  
It would be wrong, however, to dwell too much on the complexity of Singapore’s ethnic and geographic situation and 
the challenges it presents. Putting it in perspective, Singapore is a recognised success story within Asia for the 
effectiveness of its community-building across a diverse population and for the relative peace and prosperity it has 
enjoyed since its fragile beginnings as an independent nation in the 1960s. But it is important to note the undercurrents, 
as they do have a bearing on the decisions which must be made by public relations practitioners to ensure they engage 
well with different groups in the community, in the right manner, and in the language most conducive to achieving 
desired results. A number of respondents in this research project made reference to these ethnic and linguistic 
considerations, in Singapore and amongst its neighbours.  
2.2.1.2 Social trends 
Challenges to the status quo continue to be evident in Singapore. For example, ongoing slippage in the votes received by 
the dominant political party, the People’s Action Party, a continuing fall in birth rates (Murdoch, 2012), evident 
pressures by many younger Singaporeans to live freer lifestyles, and other indicators all tend to suggest that Singapore 
has reached a point where even the Government itself must give explicit recognition to these pressures for change. 
Observing that younger Singaporeans now have different attitudes and aspirations than their forebears, Prime Minister 
Lee Hsien Loong has publicly acknowledged that Singapore society is changing in ways that are both obvious and at 
times less obvious. At the same time, in a Chinese New Year message, he has also sought to reassure more conservative 
sections of the community that while the nation needs to continue re-inventing itself to keep up with global 
developments, it also needs to manage the pace of change “so that we keep our bearings, sense of place and sense of 
belonging” (Xueying, 2011; p 1). In a country that only a few decades ago forced young men to cut their hair if it reached 
collar length, and still maintains a compulsory period of national service, this may have been a welcome message for 
parts of the community troubled by recent conspicuous developments which have included  increasing levels of 
immigration to meet skill shortages, the arrival of previously-forbidden casino gambling, and pressures for sexual 
liberation evident in a rapidly growing gay subculture  - all apparently tolerated by the government, with reservations, in 
the interests of shaking off Singapore’s staid former image and positioning it as a place for ‘cool and creative’ 
entrepreneurs and innovators who will draw new investment. 
Yet these contemporary trends go on at the same time as parts of the Singapore community continue many age-old 
superstitious practices - for example, the ancient custom of “ghost marriages”, still celebrated by families on behalf of 
deceased newlyweds (Tan, 2010). Legal authorities also evidently struggle with how to modernise and redefine aspects 
of Singapore’s traditionally tough legal system to maintain its customary strength and clarity whilst subtly making some 
accommodations for a more permissive age, particularly in the area of more expectations for free speech (Hussain, 
2010). 
In short, for all its outward solidity and apparent imperviousness to internal or external critics, it can be seen that 
Singapore is in many respects moving between old and new worlds, simultaneously embracing elements of the 
traditional, the modern and the post-modern in a time of considerable flux - and that this may have considerable 
implications for PRCC practitioners and the communities within which they work. One of the challenges for practitioners 
is to develop sound judgment about what still matters and what does not in Singapore, at a time when - if the above 
summary is to be accepted - the social, political and legal indicators have become more mixed than at any earlier time in 
the country’s history.  It has been reported that PRCC practitioners in Singapore still suffer in some quarters from a view 
that their work is low-status and tactical rather than strategic in its focus (Chay-Nemeth, 2003), suggesting an 
expectation that they must  focus much more on practical immediate tasks like seeking media placements and 
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organising social events than on analysing important social trends and addressing them in a pro-active or strategic 
manner, and if this is so, many are likely to have a way to go in being seen as people capable of making such high-level 
assessments.  Nevertheless, the comments of respondents in this research project suggest that issues of cultural and 
social change, and how these affect their work, do exercise the minds of practitioners. 
The opinions expressed by Singapore-based respondents can be usefully examined with the above context in mind. 
 2.2.1.3 Public relations in Singapore 
Public relations activity has enjoyed an active presence in Singapore from the nation’s earliest days of independence. In 
the private sector, public relations activities first became visible with multinational oil companies reporting on their 
activities in Singapore to their western shareholders (Arun, 1993). Over time, this evolved into activities courting 
government and public favour, particularly through underwriting sports, artistic and educational programs. Singapore 
governments have tended to define corporate social responsibility by companies in terms of their willingness to offer 
financial support to various nation-building efforts (Arun, 1993). In the public sector, public relations management has 
evolved more along bureaucratic lines, with high level appointments likely to be made based on social class or 
bureaucratic position more than any particular public relations knowledge or expertise (Van Leuven, 1996). As markets 
in Singapore have developed, more multinational money has come in, giving more impetus to public relations activities 
that stretch beyond government nation-building campaigns, and in the process boosting the growth of local Singaporean 
agencies. Many of these, however, still often have core expertise confined more to graphic design, brochures, video 
production and the like rather than public relations strategy (Van Leuven, 1996). Major consultancies in Singapore 
continue to derive much of their income from government ministries, in one form or another, implementing campaigns 
for road safety, prevention of drug abuse, workplace safety, public courtesy, productivity, the importance of speaking 
Mandarin at home, romantic match-making (to boost local marriages and childbirth), and other topics (Van Leuven, 
1996). The ubiquity of government-sponsored social behaviour campaigns in Singapore can appear paternalistic to many 
outside observers, though there seem few indications that Singaporeans are uncomfortable with such strong ongoing 
guidance from their government.  
It is noteworthy that professional association activity remains weak in Singapore: the main industry association, the 
Institute of Public Relations Singapore, concerns itself mostly with provision of educational short courses rather than any 
representation of the profession as a whole; and the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) does 
not have a local chapter, despite being home to many high-level practitioners, and the presence of a long-standing 
chapter in neighbouring Malaysia. One reason sometimes advanced, anecdotally, for the lack of an industry-wide 
representation and lobbying presence in Singapore has been the notion that the Singapore Government is impervious to 
outside efforts at influence and persuasion, and it dislikes other organisations working to influence Singaporeans either. 
But at least one Singapore interviewee in the current project, agency head Su Ling, strongly refutes that notion - arguing 
that it is just a matter of fully understanding the machinery and processes of government if one is to achieve 
constructive influence. (See Chapter Five.) 
 
2.2.2 The Malaysian context 
 
 “In Malaysia, the biggest hurdle you have to overcome is the perception of PR itself and what PR can do… 
Historically, PR in this country has been (built around) the lobbyist ‘Mister Fixit’ kind of person and press 
agentry… Many of them come from the Ministry of Information, so they cut their teeth on propaganda.” 
 - Interviewee, Kuala Lumpur 
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Just a causeway away from Singapore is Malaysia - so close that many Singaporeans routinely spend weekends, short 
holidays and even day trips there, driving across a bridge that links the island with peninsular Malaysia. While the 
relationship is a close one, in terms of geography and Singapore’s history as a former part of the Malaysian federation, 
the two countries remain a world apart in some respects.  
While Singapore has an evident predominance by ethnic Chinese, with Malays in the minority, in Malaysia it is the 
reverse. While Singapore pragmatically chose to adopt English as a national language when it first set out on the difficult 
path to independence, Malaysia elected to retain Bahasa Melayu (or Bahasa Malaysia), a language which has its origins 
in Sumatra, now part of Indonesia (Snedden, 2003). While Malaysia is a former British colony in which English enjoys 
widespread use as a second or sometimes third language, the different status of English language between Malaysia and 
Singapore is readily apparent, and forms one of the most important environmental variables for PRCC practitioners to 
keep in mind. Outside of the major Malaysian cities, English is not spoken to the extent it is in the neighbouring city-
state of Singapore. 
The subtle and sometimes less-than-subtle differences wrought by the linguistic divergence between Malaysia and 
Singapore are evident in many ways, not the least being the difficulty that many younger ‘worldly’ Singaporeans have in 
relating to their closest neighbour - to the point of ignorance and indifference on occasion. Writing about the 
phenomenon, one Singapore journalist notes: “It is hard to believe that only a narrow strait separates the two countries, 
given how little many young Singaporeans know about their northern neighbour…  Singaporeans think that Malaysia is 
an extremely dangerous place with people getting robbed, raped and murdered all the time. Well it’s not Singapore – 
but it’s not Beirut either…” (Oon, 2008; p 25).  According to Oon, relations between neighbouring Singapore and 
Malaysia have suffered from the single-mindedness of Singapore’s pursuit of internationalism. “Educated primarily in 
English and conditioned to bend with the winds of global capital, we are the children of Pax Americana, now (belatedly) 
scrambling for a piece of the Chinese century with our half-baked Mandarin” (Oon, 2008; p 25). On this view, future 
relations between Singapore and Malaysia, as well as across the region, depend to some extent on younger 
Singaporeans improving their awareness of themselves as part of South East Asia and becoming better able to 
understand and work with others inside the region - including their closest neighbour. 
Viewed in relation to nearby Singapore, there are further parallels and contrasts. One of the most striking contrasts is 
geography: Malaysia is very much bigger. With a population of 28.3 million (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2011), 
Malaysia is spread across peninsular Malaysia - a long, curving stretch of land attached to the Asian sub-continent, 
reaching at its southern-most point to the sea borders of Indonesia and at its northern-most point to southern Thailand. 
Off the cost of peninsular Malaysia are hundreds of islands, with the largest being Borneo (shared with Indonesia and 
Brunei), containing the two states of Sabah and Sarawak. The capital, Kuala Lumpur, sits in the heart of peninsular 
Malaysia, and is a relatively new city in Asian terms, having been settled only since 1857 as a tin mining settlement 
(Journey Malaysia, 2012). 
Malaysia, like Singapore, is essentially split three ways, in population terms, with its largest ethnic groups being, in 
order, Malay, Chinese and Indian, and indigenous tribal groups being only a tiny minority. This parallels the Singapore 
composition, except, as noted earlier, with ethnic Malays in the ascendancy rather than ethnic Chinese. As in Singapore, 
Chinese tend on average to be most conspicuously successful in business - or at least, those businesses not fully 
dependent on government patronage - with Malays retaining a firmer grip on political power and its prerogatives. As 
with Singapore, the politics of ethnicity and religion are evident, with those who hold power promoting a view of their 
country as being inclusive and above ethnic divisions, and others at the margins fighting to build political bases amongst 
those less convinced that their own ethnic or religious interests are quite so well enfranchised.  
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In the blunt words of Malaysian public relations scholar Jamilah Ahmad (2005), “the Prime Minister has to be a male, 
Malay in ethnicity, and Muslim. In other words, the Western ideal notion of equality and fairness may not be a dominant 
value or ideology in Malaysia… inequality and ethnocentrism are institutionalised values and practices in Malaysian 
society” (p 29). 
To characterise common local perceptions simply and somewhat crudely, Malays are widely expected to hold the major 
political power and seen to have institutionalised their advantages with rules, laws and quotas which favour their 
interests, including patronage for Malay-owned businesses; Chinese are seen to dominate business (of the non-
government kind) in the absence of the opportunity to dominate institutionalised political power; and Indians have felt 
marginalised by both these groups, in spite of their prominence in important parts of the Malaysian workforce and some 
areas of small business. Beyond these common perceptions, the divisions in reality have become a little more complex, 
over time, as the long-dominant political party, Barison Nasional, has seen a need to buttress its power base by 
appealing to ethnic minority groups as well as its traditional Malay base, due to population shifts over time, and rising 
anger over inequality and levels of corruption, even in parts of the Malay community, as well as a range of other factors. 
As in Singapore, the same party has held power uninterrupted since independence (from Britain, in 1957), but, just as in 
Singapore, the dominant party is also evidencing a more fragile hold over time, notwithstanding the huge advantages 
delivered by its long-standing hegemony over policy-making, limited transparency in government decision-making, and 
firm control over most mainstream news media. The emergence of new social media outlets may be one factor in this 
weakening - a point discussed below. 
  2.2.2.1 Linguistic and cultural directions 
Given the political flux that appears to be in play, Malaysia is exhibiting less certainty about its linguistic and cultural 
directions.  Caught between fluctuating currents of internationalism and proud localism, calls for greater racial equity, 
and at the same time defensive calls from parts of its own political base for renewed emphasis to be given to ‘Malaysian 
identity’ - which tends to be defined in reality mostly in terms of specifically Malay and Islamic identity - governments at 
both national and provincial levels often appear unsure how best to react. They sometimes act to appease demands 
along ethnic and cultural lines, and sometimes declare fealty to the official ‘One Malaysia’ stance which encourages 
people to rise above such divisions.  Not to be left out, some members of the Chinese community have recently been 
critical of the lack of funding for independent Chinese schools which use Mandarin as the main language of instruction 
(with English and Malay also taught as compulsory subjects), on the grounds of a 1961 law stipulating that only schools 
which use Malay as the main language of instruction can receive government aid (The Star, 2012). At times, some within 
the Malaysian community appear frustrated and bewildered - and not necessarily just along ethnic lines.  For example, 
parents, students and school teachers across all communities have expressed frustration over ongoing changes to 
government regulations about languages of instruction, which have left children having to carry excessive loads of books 
to school - at times duplicating the same textbooks in English and in Bahasa Malaysia. One aspect of this which has 
drawn particular complaint has been a recent edict that students learning mathematics and science at senior high school 
leave must now do so in Bahasa Malaysia, despite having had all their prior tuition in these subjects in English 
(Renganayar, 2012).  In another sign of the political and religious undercurrents, complaint has also been drawn by a 
decision by at least one school to make Arabic language a compulsory subject, rather than an elective as in previous 
years (Renganayar, 2012).  These might all be seen as manifestations of ongoing linguistic, cultural and perhaps religious 
sensitivities in the political and public spheres to this day, as well as evident difficulty in finding a consensual balance.  
  2.2.2.2 Distinctive national identity 
At the less controversial end of the Islamic aspects of Malaysia’s national identity, it is evident that some in government 
and business see opportunities for Malaysia and its people to benefit from the country’s unique position as the world’s 
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longest standing democracy amongst Islamic states (indeed, until fairly recently, arguably the only one), enjoying strong 
business contacts into the Middle East yet also enjoying a high level of comfort with western society and its institutions. 
Examples of this can be seen in efforts by Malaysian banks to promote the nation as an international centre for Islamic 
banking, recognising the model of lending favoured by the principles of Islam. (See the website of the Islamic Banking 
and Finance Institute of Malaysia, at http://www.ibfim.com, and efforts to similarly position Malaysia as a global centre 
for expertise in all aspects of ‘Halal’ business practice, at Halal Malaysia, official portal of the Malaysian Halal hub,at 
http://www.halal.gov.my ). In these respects, it can be seen that the Malay/Islamic aspects of Malaysia’s identity which 
so often take centre-stage in national debate have some dimensions which may be seen as problematic in certain 
respects but also potentially empowering to the nation as a whole, economically and politically on the world stage, 
leaving aside any arguments about competing ideologies and moralities. Degrees of optimism and pessimism about the 
positive characteristics and potential of ‘Malaysian identity’ appear to vary widely.  
When five Muslim-based Malaysian organisations were surveyed in 1986 (Hussain, 1986), the heads of their public 
relations and information divisions offered mixed reports about the extent to which religious principles were important 
to them in the conduct of their public relations activities. Two reported that they followed Islamic ethics closely in their 
interactions with stakeholders - with the principle of akhlacqul mahmuddah, or praiseworthy character, being central - 
while others said they acknowledged the principle ‘most of the time’ or did not answer the question. Those interviewed 
for the study included the Islamic Bank and the Muslim Welfare Organisation of Malaysia. There does not appear to be 
any more recent study of this kind. 
From a PRCC practitioner’s purely pragmatic point of view, the relative validity of views about the true distinctiveness of 
‘Malaysian identity’ and ‘Malaysian values’ in the worlds of local business and government other may not especially 
matter: what may be more important to recognise is that local debate on this exists, and that it excites considerable 
passion at times. 
  2.2.2.3 Media and cyberspace 
Nowhere are the strains within Malaysian self-identity more evident than in cyberspace, where members of various 
communities have begun to enjoy freer opportunity to expound and exchange their views. At the more cheerful end of 
the scale, some in Malaysia have lauded the opportunities being created by online social media “to start researching, 
listening, polling, and engaging the public to tap into needs, wants and preferences in a more inclusive, positive and 
participatory manner than was ever possible via traditional outreach media” (Gibson, 2009; p 24). In the words of one 
local social media enthusiast, the process “starts by finding appropriate influencers for any issue, topic, product or 
interest. They can be subject matter experts, media or cultural elite, socially connected interests, leaders and 
networkers; and include opinion leaders, decision makers, experts, analysts, critics, columnists, trendsetters, idea 
creators, idea starters and idea spreaders” (Gibson, 2009; p 24). At the other end of the scale, perhaps not surprisingly, 
are voices in government expressing a growing level of unease about the rapidly growing Malaysian appetite for 
information and commentary outside traditional media.  The chief secretary for the Information, Communications and 
Culture Ministry, Datuk Seri Kamaruddin Siaraf, has gone as far as to appeal to young journalists working in traditional 
media to “lure readers away from the new media” (Wong, 2011; p 5). Evidently concerned about the growing popularity 
of blogs and comment sites like Twitter, beyond the control of government, this senior public servant has told young 
journalists that “it is your responsibility to bring back readers from reading not-so-accurate reports by new media, and 
to increase print media readership” (Wong, 2011; p 5). His Ministry, he noted, had always had a good relationship with 
the press. 
2.2.2.4 Government role 
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Critics of the Malaysian government have long held that the relationship between media and government may indeed 
be somewhat too good. As one Singaporean journalist has observed: “Many academics - foreign and local - who studied 
Malaysia’s election system concluded that the system was not a level playing field. Opposition parties were deemed 
unable to compete on equal terms with the governing UMNO-led coalition (UMNO: United Malay National 
Organisation), due to restrictions on campaigning and freedom of assembly and association. Another common 
observation is that news about the opposition is tightly restricted and reported in a ‘biased fashion’ by the mainstream 
media mainly owned by UMNO and its partner, the Malaysian Chinese Association” (Osman, 2011). Such criticisms were 
heard again in the most recent 2013 elections, as well as accounts of widespread gerrymandering of electorates to 
favour UMNO (Asia Sentinel, 2013). 
The extent of government oversight of ‘mainstream’ mass communication activity has been seen to extend as far as to 
the ranks of the public relations profession itself, with intermittent efforts to bring into law a Public Relations Act which 
would define the roles and standards expected of PR practitioners (Rahman, 2010).  While currently stalled amidst an 
evident backlash from parts of the profession wary of government regulation, the fact that it is even on the agenda for 
ongoing consideration says much about the distinctive features of the Malaysian operating environment.  To this 
writer’s knowledge (and leaving aside the question of whether or not the idea has merit), such legislation has not been 
proposed in other ‘democratic’ states anywhere else in the world.  
Syed Idid, in Krishnamurthy Sriramesh’s (2004) Asian PR anthology, writes at length about Malaysia’s unusually strong 
historic links between government and public relations practice, tracing back to a Department of information 
established in pre-World War Two British-controlled Malaya, which evolved into a Department of Public Relations by 
1946 following the departure of the short-lived Japanese invading force (Idid, 2004). This Department was far from being 
just a pedlar of anodyne ‘good news’. As local PR scholar Mohd. Salleh (1986) notes: “From the very beginning the 
Department was entrusted with the responsibility of waging psychological warfare against the communist terrorists and 
their supporters” (p 78).  
At the time of Malaysia’s independence from Britain in 1957, the new civilian government worked hard to stimulate a 
sense of shared identity across the diverse population, promote understanding of a new electoral system and its rules, 
and make a success of the shift of the national focus of politics, economics and media away from Singapore to Kuala 
Lumpur. All of this gave a big impetus to the development of public relations and advertising in the new state. The 
ongoing development was fortified by a perceived need to educate and unite Malaysian communities to better 
understand the concept of responsible nationhood, and by a perceived need also to ensure that Malaysia’s voice would 
be heard clearly in ongoing disputes with Indonesia and the Philippines, which had opposed the formation of an 
independent Malaysia.  
Mayhem on the streets of Kuala Lumpur and nearby Selangor followed shortly after national elections in 1969, resulting 
in hundreds of ethnic Chinese being killed by rioting Malays, who had apparently become upset by reports of a number 
of Malays being attacked on the streets by disgruntled Chinese (Ahmad, 1998). This shocking event further reinforced a 
sense of urgency to ensure that Malays and Chinese, in particular, would feel better informed about political 
developments, and each duly reassured that the other group was not receiving privileged treatment at their expense. 
Suspicions were easily aroused and conspiracy theories abounded if any vacuum arose in information from the 
government. These and other developments have ensured that from the earliest days in Malaysia, public relations has 
been strongly associated with official requirements to engage positively with all groups in the community having the 
potential to generate disruptive conflict. This level of government influence and close involvement in the public relations 
sector is a distinctive feature of the Malaysian environment. 
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In cyberspace, however, government oversight and control remains far from the reality, to the evident consternation of 
some in power. One example of this came in 2009 with successful pressure for a fresh autopsy to be performed on the 
battered and bruised body of a man, an ethnic Indian, claimed to be the victim of police brutality, following graphic 
photos of his injuries being posted on a popular online news portal, Malaysiakini, and subsequently picked up by 
bloggers (Hassan, 2009). According to an initial autopsy, the man had died of “fluid in the lungs” (Hassan, 2009; p. A10), 
during police questioning about thefts involving luxury cars. Friends and relatives of the deceased marched on the 
hospital mortuary, took photos of his extensive bruising and abrasions, and posted them on the internet, where they 
were seen and re-posted by thousands. Commenting on this incident following the public outcry and successful 
demands for a fresh autopsy, the Human Resources Minister, S. Subramaniam, somewhat cryptically said he intended to 
raise in Cabinet the issue of increasing the number of Indians in the police force at all levels (Hassan, 2009). This oblique 
remark was as close to an official confession of institutionalised racism as one is likely to find in Malaysia. 
A further example of emerging cyber-power on the political front was the experience of a candidate for an opposition 
party, the Democratic Action Party, who raised more than 20,000 Ringgit (more than 8,000 Australian dollars) - a large 
amount by local constituency standards - in 24 hours over the internet when he announced his candidacy for public 
office. It was an initial response that far surpassed his expectations, in a country where online donations are only a 
recent phenomenon and in which, in the words of one online campaigner, “some fear their identity may be discovered” 
(Au Yong, 2008; p 17). 
On the darker side, concern has been expressed that the growing power of the internet may have negative impacts on 
younger Malaysians, in the light of a reported “rash of suicides” in the 16-25 year old age group (Wee, 2011; p C1). 
Perhaps in a reflection of the turbulence and uncertainty of the times, media ‘experts’ immediately linked the 
development to stress, increasing mental health problems and ‘internet escapism’. (This interpretation seemed to make 
the implicit assumption that the internet was leading young people away from a fundamentally positive reality, rather 
than acknowledging any possibility that their internet access might, in some cases at least, open young minds to some of 
the depths of any negative realities around them.) In another disturbing racial insight, more than half of the Malaysian 
suicides in one year were reported to involve ethnic Chinese (Wee, 2011). 
On a more positive note, the internet has been used as a tool to help restore racial harmony in Malaysia on occasion. For 
example, when some reporting by an Islamic magazine, Al-Islam, caused offence to Christians over the insensitive way 
its reporters had pursued an investigation into alleged teenage misbehaviour in the Christian Church, it was quick to 
publish a fulsome apology on its website and to follow up in its next printed edition (Sunday Star, 2010; p N2). The 
apology included an assurance that the actions of its journalists “were never intended to deride the Christian faith, let 
alone desecrate their house of worship” (Sunday Star, 2010; p N2). In pursuing their story, journalists posing as 
Christians had participated in a mass at a church, received Holy Communion, and had later spat out the bread, not 
understanding its symbolic significance to Christians. The online apology averted legal action and helped restore peace. 
Social media was also used to help mobilise large numbers of people who turned out for a street march in July 2011 to 
protest about the lack of progress toward electoral reforms demanded by many in the community who continue to be 
angry about alleged ongoing rigging of the electoral system in favour of Barisan Nasional.  Under the banner of Bersih, a 
civil society movement for clean and fair elections, protesters called for a review of the electoral roll, reforms to postal 
balloting, the marking of voters with indelible ink after they have voted, a minimum 21 day campaign period, equitable 
access to media by participating parties, strengthening of institutions which enforce electoral laws, eradication of 
bribery, and an end to “dirty politics” (Osman, 2011; p A41). These calls continue to the present day, while the 
longstanding leader of the major opposition party, Anwar Ibrahim, himself a former deputy to long-standing leader 
Mahathir Mohamad (now retired), languishes in jail after having been found guilty of government-backed charges of 
sodomy which he had defeated on two previous occasions (BBC, 2015). 
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2.2.2.5 Positive professional trends 
In a less controversial domain, it is also noteworthy that in cyberspace, through their own websites and in other social 
media, as well as in more traditional mass media, some major corporations in Malaysia are increasingly endeavouring to 
establish their credentials for corporate responsibility, providing information to stakeholders including the public at 
large about what they are doing to improve their environmental, social and general community performance (The Star, 
2010). 
It is worth adding also that Malaysia has one of the best developed bodies of local public relations literature in South 
East Asia, which may be at least partly due to its strong English language colonial heritage (as noted by interviewees in 
this project), but given the fact that there is considerable literature available in Bahasa Malaysia as well as English, the 
achievement can also be seen to be a result of diligence on the part of some local academics. Prominent amongst these 
are Syed Idid (1978 & 2004), Karanjit Kaur (1999), and Jamilah Ahmad (2005). The country also has a well-established 
professional association, Institut Perhubungan Raya Malaysia (or Institute of Public Relations Malaysia, in its English 
rendition), and a generally active long-standing chapter of the International Association of Business Communicators. 
  2.2.2.6 “A lot of angry people” 
In sum, Malaysia can be viewed as a nation which has demonstrated relative stability and peace in its region, in terms of 
its long-standing governance by a dominant party, steady economic growth, and a relatively prosperous and well-
established public relations sector, but with evidence of occasionally intense internal frictions over ethnic divisions, 
religious difference, social inequality, claims of corruption, concerns about civil rights and other sensitivities which 
require increasing governmental effort to manage. Some respondents to this study drew attention to these pressures 
and paradoxes within Malaysian society, noting the curious duality of a nation that has a well-developed public relations 
sector and presents itself as proudly modern and open, yet at the same time, in other respects, remains cautiously 
traditional. As noted by some respondents, there is a heavy official pre-occupation with protocol and spectacle (“almost 
feudal” in the words of one respondent – see comments of Shiva Rajeet, Chapter Five), implying a desire by those in 
power to be held in high esteem and respect by the population at large, yet at the same time with little evident interest 
in listening to inconvenient public opinion, evaluating it fully, or acting upon it. It could be speculated that this goes to 
the heart of Malaysia’s emerging status as one of the world’s greatest per capita users of online social media, which 
arguably is being driven by a growing proportion of the population becoming impatient for its voice to be heard and to 
hear the voices of others beyond a privileged few. In the words of a Kuala Lumpur-based respondent to this study, there 
are “a lot of angry people out there” – and it appears they are learning how to connect with each other more effectively. 
(See Chapter Five for more on this.) 
 
 
2.2.3 The Indonesian context 
 
“This is not Malaysia where you can just snap your fingers and the media turns up… if you snap your finger in 
Indonesia the journalists will bite it off.”  – Interviewee, Jakarta 
 
Just as Malaysia can readily be compared and contrasted with Singapore in certain respects, so can interesting parallels 
and contrasts be drawn between Malaysia and its ‘sister’ state, Indonesia. 
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In common, they are both majority Muslim societies, and spread over large archipelagos, with parts of each other’s 
territory adjoining and the borders hard to discern in parts. Indeed, mariners between the various islands could be 
forgiven for becoming confused at times as to whose territory they are in, all the more so with citizens of both nations 
speaking a variant of the same national language. The Indonesian version is known as Bahasa Indonesia, a version of 
Malay adopted by nationalist leaders even before independence from their Dutch colonial masters shortly after World 
War Two, on the grounds that it was already widely known through the Indonesian islands and commonly used in trade 
and administration (Robson, 2004). But there are hundreds of other languages spoken across the diverse islands and 
provinces of Indonesia as well, the largest being Javanese, spoken by around 100 million people.   
2.2.3.1 Linguistic diversity 
Indonesia has been described as “less a nation than a collection of distinct ethnic, linguistic and religious groups” (The 
Age, 2006; p 22), incorporating around 300 ethnicities, and more than 700 regional languages and dialects.  Major ethnic 
groups include the Javanese (45 per cent), Sundanese (14 per cent), Madurese (7.5 per cent) and coastal Malays (7.5 per 
cent) (The Age, 2006; p 22).  
One of the major complexities of governing and doing business in Indonesia - including the conduct of communication 
programs of any kind - is this huge linguistic diversity across Indonesia’s population of almost 250 million (CIA World Fact 
Book, 2012a), with not all people speaking multiple languages, and many exhibiting vastly varying education and literacy 
levels across different communities. Some respondents to this research project make particular reference to these 
factors. (See Chapter Five.) 
The huge population of Indonesia is a striking contrast with Malaysia, which has little more than 28 million people 
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia, 2011). Another is the fact that while both nations have colonial histories, Malaysia 
was a British colony, while Indonesia was Dutch, and earlier, in small part, Portuguese. This has had ongoing 
repercussions in politics, business and communication styles, and may account in part at least for how Malaysia was able 
to emerge much earlier as a successful force in the international world of business, having greater comfort levels with 
the language and institutions of the English-speaking business world, including the largely English language-based world 
of international public relations practice. 
2.2.3.2 Politics and investment 
While having many of the same aspirations as Malaysia for international status and success, Indonesia has taken a 
slower path toward it until recent years. One business consultant noted that international investors for a long time were 
able to ignore Indonesia for “more obvious destinations” but adds that this is changing (The Economist, 2011; p 25). 
Reasons for the earlier avoidance may have included high levels of dysfunction and corruption, and fears that, despite 
long-term domination by a relatively stable government under the country’s second President, Soeharto, Indonesia 
showed more evident tendencies toward internal conflict and outbreaks of violence arising from tensions between the 
official regime and those who wanted various kinds of reform.  Part of this uncertainty, arguably, may have arisen from 
Indonesia’s status as the world’s most populous Muslim-majority nation, substantially larger than any national 
population in the Middle East - and also perhaps a source of potential anxiety for some western and north Asian 
investors. Beyond the uncertainties arising from conspicuous religious difference, and fears that Indonesia ultimately 
may not be able to resolve tensions between highly orthodox Muslims and more secular-minded nationalists, the 
country’s distinctive model of government involving high levels of executive interventionism and political patronage 
(The Economist, 2011) may have created further disincentive for foreign investors. 
To give just one example of the uncertainties generated by an idiosyncratic style of governance, some foreign investors 
were distressed in 2012 when President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono intervened in favour of factory workers on 
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motorbikes who had blocked a main toll road linking manufacturing zones in west Java to Jakarta, the capital (The 
Economist, 2012).They were protesting against a court ruling to overturn a decision by a provincial governor ordering a 
raise in their minimum wage by 15.5 per cent, to about $US 165 per month. South Korean and Taiwanese investors 
threatened to pull out of Indonesia, complaining that wage rises should not outstrip inflation. The President took the 
side of the workers, and the employers’ association which had mounted the legal challenge to the governor’s edict was 
asked to back down. While even The Economist magazine (hardly a source of radicalism) commented that foreign 
investors were protesting too much and that it was not unreasonable to expect that some real wages would climb as 
Indonesia developed itself, the incident nevertheless reinforced the concern of some foreign investors about the 
somewhat arbitrary and unpredictable nature of Indonesian governance. 
2.2.3.3 Economic climate 
Nevertheless, Indonesia is still widely seen in the early 21st century as one of the shining lights not just of South East 
Asia but of the developing world.  The country is in the midst of a consumer boom, with one of the best performing 
economies in the G20 group of nations. As The Economist magazine has noted, Indonesia has long had the potential to 
become one of the world’s biggest economies: “Even as the rating agencies busily revise rich countries’ credit 
worthiness downwards, Indonesia’s has been going the other way. It is now only a notch below investment grade…” 
(The Economist, 2011; p 25). The Economist further notes Indonesia’s aspirations to join the ranks of the informal club of 
BRICS economies (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) as a leader of the new world economic order – but warns 
that such optimism may not yet be warranted.  Citing chronic infrastructure problems, lack of government investment to 
rectify these shortcomings, as well as ongoing corruption and “non-transparent random regulations” which often 
contradict other regulations, Indonesia remains a problematic destination for investment (The Economist, 2011; p 25). 
Respondents in this research project (see Chapter Five) cite the further challenges of income, education, and linguistic 
disparities, combined with geographic isolation between much of Indonesia’s population spread over more than 18,000 
islands, of which around 6,000 are inhabited. These and other factors have caused a continuing economic lag in fields in 
which Indonesia might otherwise be expected to excel, such as new manufacturing industries. 
Weighed against this, Indonesia is showing signs of moving past its status as a commodities-based economy built on the 
export of basic products such as coal, gas and palm oil. Bordered by Australia in the south, it has been described by 
Australian media as “Australia’s most powerful and strategically important neighbour” (The Age, 2006; p 22).  As a 
founding member of ASEAN, with an economy continuing to develop and the nation as a whole having attained a much 
more internationally respected stature under the (recently retired) Presidency of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, the 
country is said to be re-emerging into “the role of natural leader of ASEAN as an institution and of South East Asia as a 
region” (Sheridan, 2012; p 21). Interestingly, former President Yudhoyono expressed reservations about ASEAN 
developing too much along the lines of the European Union, given some of the structural problems emerging in the 
Eurozone (Agence France Press, 2012). 
From a communications perspective, two of the most interesting elements of Indonesia’s booming consumer market are 
the rapid growth in sales of motor bikes/scooters, and mobile phones including smart phones. Both have important 
implications for improving the capacity for communities to interact, share information, and potentially to forge stronger 
communal bonds over larger distances.  
In 2010, more than eight million motor scooters were sold in Indonesia, dwarfing sales in the rest of South East Asia - 
compared with 1.7 million in Thailand, for example (The Economist, 2011). This is close to the total in India, of 11.3 
million, and half the 16 million total sold in all of China. Traditional brands like Honda and Yamaha have been joined by 
up-market competitors including Piaggio’s Vespa. Car sales have also been growing rapidly, off a very low base, to about 
750,000 by 2010.  
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2.2.3.4 Media and technology habits of an emerging middle class 
While television viewing is on the rise, with more than 90 per cent of Indonesian householders now having at least one 
television set (but with only modest cable and satellite use to date), use of radio is plunging (AudienceScapes, 2012). At 
the end of 2006, half of the adult population listened to at least one radio news service each week. A little over two 
years later, the figure stood at only 35 per cent. Only one per cent listed radio as their most important source of news 
(AudienceScapes, 2012).  At the same time, mobile telephone usage has soared: in rural areas it grew from 24 per cent 
to 45 per cent in little more than a year. Sixty-nine per cent of urban householders have at least one mobile phone in 
2012, compared to 53 per cent a year earlier. Most phone models tend to be available, one way or another, at lower 
prices than they can be found in the west. 
Indonesians have leap-frogged a generation of technology to embrace smartphones, with many now uploading and 
downloading data and engaging with social media without any prior use of mobile phones, personal computers or 
laptops - or even landline phones in many cases (AudienceScapes, 2012). Indonesia claims the second highest number of 
Facebook users in the world, and the third largest number of Twitter users. It remains one of the largest markets in the 
world for use of the Blackberry smart phone - for reasons which (according to at least one respondent to this research 
project) have much to do with product features that correspond particularly well with local conversational habits. (More 
is said about this by interviewees, in Chapter Five.)   
This might have been a factor in the very recent success of new Indonesian President Joko Widodo, whose appeal as a 
candidate from outside the traditional Indonesian political elite is said to have been boosted in the final days of 
campaigning by a surge of shared supporter messages amongst “ground-level” Indonesian Twitter and Facebook 
enthusiasts, in the final days of the Indonesian presidential election campaign fought against former military 
commander Subianto Pabowo (Alford, 2014),a former son-in-law of ex-President Suharto. Notwithstanding his ‘outsider’ 
status and strong grass-roots social media support base, Widodo is himself, perhaps not surprisingly, also backed by 
some powerful long-standing political interests. 
Technology suppliers remain bullishly optimistic in Indonesia, including Nokia which has put its faith in continuing sales 
growth at the lower end of the market. A local Nokia spokesperson has predicted that 75 per cent of the “next billion 
people” to gain access to the internet will come from Indonesia, India and China – often opting for products much 
cheaper and with fewer features than the market leaders in western countries (Jakarta Post, 2011). As one journalist has 
notably commented, in the context of an interview with a Nokia product designer focusing on the ‘low end’ of the 
market, “mobile communications now allow hundreds of millions of illiterate people to communicate beyond their 
immediate neighbourhood” (Barker, 2006). 
Perhaps the most striking feature of all in Indonesia’s rapid transformation is the extremely fast growth of an Indonesian 
middle class – estimated to be around 1.4 million in 2004 but up to around 50 million in 2011, and possibly close to 150 
million by 2014 (Economist, 2011). 
2.2.3.5 Religious fundamentalism 
One unanswered question amidst all the optimistic data, however, is the extent to which religious tensions and 
intermittent outbreaks of Islamic fundamentalism may impact upon Indonesia’s enthusiastic new embrace of 
democratic principles, consumerism and internationalism. The very conspicuousness of Indonesia’s ongoing 
transformation and what it may mean for changing values in an overwhelmingly Muslim population may go to the very 
heart of what causes distress, agitation and anger amongst a vocal minority of ultra-orthodox Muslim leaders, 
potentially heightening some unresolved tensions within Indonesian society. 
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In the simple but compelling logic of the most extreme believers, materialistic greed, gross consumerism, selfish 
individualism, lurid sexual displays in advertising, and other unattractive features of modern western society are easily 
conflated with Christianity and ‘Christian values’, and seen as threats to the moral foundations of Indonesian society - all 
the more so in a media-soaked era in which Americans happen to be the most conspicuous of the world’s Christian 
evangelists. The results of such anger have included attempts to bomb Christian churches in Jakarta and elsewhere, with 
one of the most notable being a failed attempt to bomb worshippers at a Good Friday Mass in Jakarta in 2011 (Straits 
Times, 2011b). Hostility is not confined only to Christian churches but to secular national authority in general. Only a 
week earlier, in an unrelated attack, a suicide bomber blew himself up in a mosque filled with policemen in West Java 
province (Straits Times, 2011c). Even within Islam, there are divisions on occasion: While 99 per cent of Indonesia’s 
Muslims are Sunni, forming 87 per cent of the total national population, and thereby reducing the risk of any 
widespread conflict between different sects of Islam, Indonesia is not entirely immune from intra-Islamic conflict. This 
was shown in September 2012 when a mob of villagers killed two men, injuring six others, burning 35 houses and 
dispersing a village of 500 minority Shia Muslims. President Yudhoyono was criticised for not recognising the attack as 
religiously motivated, preferring to allude instead to complex personal factors involving some powerful local leaders and 
their families (Alford, 2012). Media have reported on the recent, somewhat ironic, role of the high-tech internet in 
spreading hardline Middle Eastern fundamentalist perspectives about Islamic faith in a nation which has more 
traditionally adopted a relaxed and moderate outlook on interfaith relationships (Straits Times, 2011b).   
In a somewhat chilling aside, following shocking and widely reported street violence and riots which occurred in Britain 
in August 2011 (not specifically religious in nature), investigations showed that the communication tool of choice for 
teenage rioters had been the Blackberry, with its ability to send free messages to one person or an entire set of contacts 
at once (Halliday, 2011). Given the high popularity of the Blackberry in Indonesia, the potential for use of such a tool by 
extremists is evident. Further commentary on the Blackberry in Indonesia is provided in Chapter Five. 
It is worth adding that there is no evidence that violent jihad is supported by more than a miniscule minority of 
Indonesia’s Muslims. On the contrary, there is opinion poll evidence that almost 95 per cent of the population endorses 
the concept of freedom to practice any religion - at least in theory if not always fully in action (Jakarta Post, 2012). At the 
same time, the unifying national principles of Pancasila, the ideology established and promoted since the time of 
independence - which promotes respect for Indonesia’s diversity and proclaims that all religions are also to be respected 
- are reported to be actively applied by only around three per cent of the population.  The Jakarta Post wryly describes 
these apparently conflicting cross-currents of public opinion as a “gap between minds and hearts” (Jakarta Post, 2012; p 
1). But even allowing for such cross-currents, the situation would still appear to fall far short of any indication that 
religious violence has a place in the hearts of most Indonesians. 
2.2.3.6 Public relations practice in Indonesia 
Public relations is a long-established force in Indonesia, with some of its modern roots existing, it might be argued, in the 
concerted effort made by invading Japanese forces to mobilise grass-roots Indonesian support for their arrival, 
portraying themselves as a ‘saviour’ from dominating Western nations (Ananto, 2004).  
Shortly after the departure of the Japanese, however, newly ascendant Indonesian nationalists were very quick to 
declare independence from both Japan and from the former colonial power of the Netherlands.  From the earliest days, 
Indonesia’s new leaders actively promoted their Pancasila ideology, which, as noted earlier, seeks to foster principles 
including belief in one supreme God, protection of all religions, freedom of religion, primacy of the national interest over 
individual and organisational interest, democratic principles and justice for all (Ananto, 2004). Pancasila might be viewed 
as an early endeavour by the fledgling independent nation to use public relations techniques to help forge a sense of 
nationhood and inter-group tolerance in an environment of considerable instability and potential intolerance. Pancasila 
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provided an alternative organising principle to that of Muslim revolution, which was another direction the new nation 
might otherwise have taken. Further early impetus to Indonesia’s public relations capabilities came from major business 
enterprises, notably the state-owned oil company Pertamina, and later from multinational oil companies such as US-
owned Chevron, the largest oil extractor in Indonesia (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2012). Oil companies have actively 
developed the country’s huge oil resources and have long seen the value of having effective PRCC operations in place. 
Oil company employees still feature prominently in the Indonesian membership list of the International Association of 
Business Communicators (IABC), some of whom are likely to have responded to the questionnaire which forms part of 
this research project. Indonesia has had its own public relations association, Perhimpunan Hubungan Masyarakat 
Indonesia (PERHUMAS), since 1972, and government public relations offices have been in existence around the country 
since 1976. In more recent years, locally based and international NGOs have campaigned actively in Indonesia for a 
variety of causes, from civil rights to environmental protection (Ananto, 2004). 
  2.2.3.7  A dynamic nation in transition 
Indonesia can be seen as a nation which has moved rapidly in the past two decades from a long-standing one-party 
regime frequently associated with repression, to a vigorous multi-party democracy enjoying more freedom of expression 
by individuals and groups than it has for most of its modern history, as well as being, in economic terms, now a huge 
emerging market for consumer goods. It has a rapidly developing public relations sector evidently strengthening its links 
to the global profession. It can be seen also as a country continuing to face challenges including poor public 
infrastructure, growing inequality - notwithstanding the fact that much of this is arising from the newly acquired wealth 
of a fast-growing middle class - and ongoing religious and cultural tensions partly arising through the historic diversity of 
communities across its huge territory, often with a leaning toward local independence as in the provinces of Aceh and 
the ethnically distinct West Papua. This is fanned also by those driven by a sense of theological duty to ‘save’ their 
communities through radical action. Whilst tending to avoid much direct discussion of religion, some respondents in this 
research project do make reference to the complex challenges they see being created by some of the above features, 
not just for Indonesia in general, but specifically for the achievement of success in their work as communication 
practitioners. In sum, they paint a picture of a vigorous, complex yet essentially optimistic society undergoing rapid 
transition - but not without some deep-seated social divisions and grievances which continue to hinder cohesion and 
truly open communication. (See Chapter Five.) 
 
 
 
2.2.4 The Filipino context 
 
“The Philippines are a very personalistic society. Families and personal relationships are very important at all 
levels. It encompasses corporate relationships and all areas of society, the community, shareholders, 
customers and other stakeholders.” – Interviewee, Manila 
 
The Philippines, to the north-east of the region, has its own distinctive set of challenges. While some features are held in 
common with both Indonesia and Malaysia - for example, sporadic outbreaks of separatism and militant Islamism in at 
least one outlying province - its differences are substantial enough for the Philippines to stand alone in South East Asia in 
many respects. 
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The Philippines is made up of more than 7,000 islands, of which around 1,000 are inhabited. It is the world’s second 
largest archipelago, after nearby Indonesia. The three main island groups are Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao, and the 
largest three cities are Manila and Quezon City, in Luzon, and Cebu, in Visayas. Manila and Quezon City now adjoin and 
are merging into greater Manila. The estimated population of more than 107 million speaks Pilipino (Tagalog), although 
English is widely spoken as a second language (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2014; CIA World Factbook, 2014). 
2.2.4.1 Historic regional role 
In terms of the commonalities, an interesting but not widely known fact outside the three countries is that Indonesia, 
Malaysia and the Philippines at one time reportedly came close, in the immediate post World War Two period, to 
forming a single nation of Maphilindo, which would have united all the Malay people separated by the arbitrary national 
boundaries that had been drawn up by European colonial powers to serve their own interests over several centuries 
(Mustapha, 2011). Inspired by the efforts of 19th century Filipino national hero Jose Rizal - in some ways a founder of 
activism in the Philippines with his efforts to engage Spanish community support for self-determination and civil rights in 
their remote colony, in the face of widespread Church abuses of power - official representatives from Indonesia, 
Malaysia and the Philippines met on a number of occasions at a hotel in West Java, Indonesia, to discuss the details of 
the formation of Maphilindo. The Filipinos and the Indonesians reportedly agreed on a plan, but it foundered when the 
Malaysians became suspicious that the plan was a ruse to delay the formation of an independent Malaysia, a potential 
rival in the region. Relationships, particularly between Indonesia and Malaysia, rapidly deteriorated into confrontation at 
that point (Mustapha, 2011). 
Today, relationships between the three nations have returned to being generally cordial, with the Philippines continuing 
to evolve an identity that remains quite distinctive in many respects from that of both Malaysia and Indonesia. One of 
the major foundations of this difference lies in the colonisation of the Philippines by Spain - after earlier visits by 
Portuguese - at a much earlier time than the Dutch and British arrived in Indonesia and Malaysia respectively. A 
consequence of earlier colonisation by different European powers, and the much deeper European roots put down, is 
that the Philippines today retains a strongly Hispanic and Catholic flavour, which many first-time foreign visitors observe 
with a level of wonderment and surprise - somewhat akin to discovering an outpost of Latin America in the heart of Asia. 
Certainly, the conspicuous piety of the nation’s predominantly Catholic population, and other distinctive aspects of the 
values and personal style of interaction between Filipino people mark the country out as having a unique identity within 
Asia. Most Filipinos appear to prize their distinctive heritage, as evidenced, for example, by proud public celebrations in 
2012 of the 400th anniversary of the country’s leading Catholic university, the University of Santo Tomas, producer of 
many eminent national achievers including, as reported in local media,  notable “saints and martyrs” (Manila Bulletin, 
2012; p 2). 
Notwithstanding the above, around 5-9 per cent of the Philippines population identifies as Muslim (US Department of 
State, 2011b) - primarily concentrated in the southern state of Mindanao - with ongoing agitation by some for Mindanao 
to achieve independence or at least recognised autonomy as a Muslim state (Campbell, 2013). 
 
2.2.4.2 Economic outlook 
In recent times the Philippines is showing signs of being able to capitalise better on some of its innate strengths than it 
has been able to do in earlier times since independence from Spain, back in 1898, and the subsequent period of heavy 
influence by American military, business and culture since then. Following decades of political tension and upheaval, 
lurching (somewhat like certain Latin American states) in and out of conditions offering a semblance of stability, 
democratic rule and rule of law, by 2012 the Philippines was returning to looking more prosperous, peaceful and stable 
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than in many earlier times. Growth in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of more than six per cent, booming activity in 
business outsourcing activities like telephone call centres, renewed growth in tourism, and other factors, all helped the 
Philippines to achieve growth higher than many of its Asian neighbours.  As the Wall Street Journal put it: “Filipinos have 
reason to smile. Asia’s perennial underachiever is outperforming” (Wall Street Journal, 2012). Confidence has grown 
perhaps in part from more visible success in cracking down on high-level corruption, including, most notably, a 
successful prosecution in 2012 against the former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court - no less - over graft and corruption 
charges. 
2.2.4.3 Public relations in the Philippines 
The Philippines has enjoyed an especially strong public relations sector within the region, largely a consequence of the 
particularly close American economic involvement in the immediate post-World War Two period, in which new 
developments in the rapidly emerging US profession came quickly to the Philippines (Sarabia-Panol and Lorenzo-Molo, 
2004). Other influential factors since World War Two include the strong presence of the US military, which gave priority 
to the work of public information officers in the face of their fears of Communist insurgency in the country. In 1949, 
when the business climate in the Philippines was seen to be poor and fragile, government and business leaders joined to 
form a Philippine Association which sought to improve the image of the Philippines as a place in which to do business. 
One of the human driving forces was Joe Carpio, a journalist turned PR practitioner, who later in his career became 
associated with the San Miguel Corporation, the country’s biggest Filipino-owned corporation. The overseas 
campaigning efforts of Carpio and others helped to restore confidence in the US and elsewhere that the Philippines was 
a country worth investing in, and spurred economic development through the 1950s. Carpio came to be known as one 
of the founding fathers of the Philippines profession, cementing his reputation further in the 1960s when he established 
the PR department for San Miguel - which became a training ground for many of the Philippines’ most successful PR 
practitioners in subsequent years. In the public sector, successive governments resourced their public relations efforts 
well, but in the light of a long period of dictatatorship, followed by episodes of serious corruption and poor public sector 
performance after the restoration of democracy, the reputations of governments and corporations in regard to honest 
and ethical conduct still remain fragile. In this respect, public relations operatives have often come to be viewed as 
‘fixers’ and ‘manipulators’ more than being responsible intermediaries, and hence many practitioners seek to describe 
themselves in terms that do not explicitly mention public relations (Sarabia-Panol and Lorenzo-Molo, 2004). 
The evolution of the PRCC profession in the Philippines is particularly colourful and eventful, with only a few of its 
highlights able to be sketched in the space available in these pages. For the student of regional public relations history 
there is much more to be found. For current purposes, it is perhaps most important to note that local practitioners have 
developed a distinctively strong local profession which demonstrates, at its higher levels, a sound understanding of how 
to work effectively with the unique characteristics of the Filipino outlook and disposition. 
2.2.4.4 Mixed signals 
One of the most notable of the distinctive local characteristics is the pride many Filipinos evidently take in their 
reputation for warmth and friendliness. This has been cheerfully noted in the context of a survey confirming the 
Philippines as the “friendliest” country in Asia (Manila Bulletin, 2012b). In the breathless words of one journalist: “The 
results of the survey will hopefully inspire our country’s leaders to craft more programs and policies that will continue to 
showcase the wonders and beauty of the Philippines, and the portrait of the Filipino as warm, friendly, and hospitable 
people. MABUHAY!” (Mabuhay: “Long Live!” or “Hoorah!”) (Manila Bulletin, 2012b; p 11). 
On the darker side, Filipino society remains, however, subject to volatility and high levels of violent crime. To give a small 
indication, on a single day of newspaper coverage randomly reviewed by this researcher during the corruption trial of 
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the former Chief Justice in 2012, the Manila Bulletin included unrelated reports of a search for the killers of a senior 
officer of an institute of higher education, shot dead in his car by two passing motorcycle riders; the deliberate fatal 
shooting by a mystery gunman of an arbiter in the legal division of a housing regulatory board - a man described as “a 
very good man” with no enemies; and the jailing of seven men for  life over a kidnapping case involving a bid for 50 
million pesos in ransom. One of those sentenced was the former driver of the kidnap victim. Other than the ongoing 
historic case against the Chief Justice, this was not an unusual news day in Manila (Manila Bulletin, 2012c). One 
respondent in this research project alludes to these darker aspects of Filipino society, often involving an amalgam of big 
money, politics, complex business relationships, envy, and sometimes even financial desperation, when he talks of his 
decision not to get involved in certain kinds of public relations work. The interviewee particularly notes, in a matter-of-
fact way, that he has known some good local PR practitioners who have mysteriously “disappeared”. (See Chapter Five.) 
On a brighter note, PRCC practice in the Philippines is bolstered by a number of more positive factors. These include the 
widespread use of English (alongside the customary national language of Tagalog), a well developed public relations 
sector arising from heavy direct influence by United States business interests in the post-World War Two period, and a 
cultural disposition towards generosity and warm sentiment. Stories of personal success, heroic sacrifice and uplifting 
achievement often tend to be received more warmly and uncritically than they might in many other cultures. To cite one 
example sighted by this researcher, a prominent mainstream newspaper article in the lead-up to Mothers Day paid 
homage to a daughter giving support to her mother through a time of personal adversity, as part of, to quote the article, 
a “Mother’s Day celebration by Procter & Gamble Philippines”. The story looked to be the direct result of a Procter & 
Gamble media release, published without amendment. Such an insubstantial ‘puff piece’, to use journalistic slang, would 
be unlikely to pass muster in editorial news judgments in daily newspapers in many other countries, but in the Manila 
Bulletin it received prominent news placement (Manila Bulletin, 2012d; p 8). The intense sentimentality of the content 
and the explicit referencing of a consumer products company - with no direct relevance to the family’s story - can be 
seen to offer a colourful indication of the  nature of much ‘news’ judgment in the Philippines.  
Notwithstanding the relatively uncritical mix of commercialism and sentimentality which pervades much of local media - 
an advantage of sorts to those PR practitioners who want to push human interest stories linked to commercial brands or 
government initiatives - it is worth noting that Filipino media has nonetheless also shown evidence of increasing 
independence and willingness to report on uncomfortable matters of public interest since the fall of the dictatorial 
Marcos regime in 1986. Examples include reporting of the recent impeachment action against the former Chief Justice, 
reporting on earlier unrelated court action against former President Joseph Estrada, who served from 1998-2001, and 
continuing action against ex-president Gloria Arroyo, who served from 2001-2010, also on graft-related matters.  Not 
only were the most recent Chief Justice proceedings reported on a daily basis in the Manila Bulletin and other major 
print media, they were televised live and continuously to big audiences. It might be speculated that the oft-noted 
warmth and sentimentality of Filipino people has a flipside in a matching sense of passion for justice and fairness, 
however rarely these may be seen to triumph in a nation with such a turbulent history of misadventures in public life. If 
respondents to this research project are to be believed (see Chapter Five), these national characteristics are well borne 
in mind by PRCC practitioners.  
It may be worth adding that the intense politics of the Philippines can have their lighter moments on occasion. One of 
these came in 2010 when a speechwriter to President Benigno Aquino attracted a mixture of scorn and hilarity for 
Tweeting unflattering remarks about Vietnam whilst in the middle of attending an official banquet hosted in Hanoi by 
Vietnam President Nguyen Minh Triet. Amongst other remarks, the aide commented that the Vietnamese wine 
“sucked”, that there were no “pogi” (handsome) Vietnamese men; and that crossing the street as a pedestrian in Hanoi 
was “one of the easiest ways to die” (McIndoe, 2010; p C10).  
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A furious President Aquino ordered a more professional approach to be adopted by government employees in such 
situations. This was most definitely not a moment of public relations triumph - for either country. 
 
 
2.2.5 The Thai context 
 
“Thailand still has a technology divide. Remote provinces are very different to the city areas. You have to 
target audiences carefully. If your target is in a remote area you can’t use the same channels.” – Interviewee, 
Bangkok 
 
Just as the Philippines stands alone in some respects for its unique mix of culture and history in the region, so does 
Thailand, albeit for different reasons.  
Thailand, to the west of other countries in this study, has a long-standing culture and language aligned somewhat more 
with that of neighbouring Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar (Burma) than with the predominantly Malay-based nations of 
Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines further to the east, the Chinese-dominated Singapore, and the historically 
Chinese and French influenced Vietnam. Alone amongst South East Asian nations, Thailand has never been successfully 
invaded or become a colony of any European power during its 800 year history - though it has certainly not been 
immune to European influences. 
Thailand’s population of more than 65 million (National Statistical Office, 2010) is overwhelmingly Buddhist in 
orientation - specifically, Theravada Buddhism, an austere form of Buddhism which differs in some respects from the 
somewhat more liberal Mahayana Buddhism practised in Chinese-speaking countries and Japan . Around 14 per cent of 
Thais are of Chinese descent, and around four per cent Muslim - mainly in the far south of the country, adjoining 
Malaysia.  But the Thai people remain largely homogeneous, speaking a single common language, notwithstanding some 
regional dialects (Ekachai and Komolsevin, 2004). 
The national literacy rate in 2004 stood at more than 93 per cent, although poverty, especially outside major cities, 
remains widespread (Ekachai and Komolsevin, 2004). 
2.2.5.1 PR in Thailand 
From the time of Thailand’s move to a constitutional monarchy in 1932 public relations activities were clearly evident, in 
the first instance to educate local people about the new democratic system and what it meant, and then to persuade 
them to support it (Ekachai and Komolsevin, 2004). Since then, and throughout Thailand’s modern history, governments 
have sought to use public relations and advertising techniques to win popular approval and support, though perhaps no 
one more vigorously than populist former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra from 2001-2006, when he sought to enlist 
popular support for a major drive to reform the Thai bureaucracy, using all tools of media. The Thai government has long 
had a series of official Public Relations plans and policies, though not without criticism as to how strategic and effective 
any of them have proved to be at any given time. In the private sector, public relations business has generally thrived 
from the 1980s onwards, with the notable exception of a major economic slump in 1998 which caused about 80 per cent 
of Thailand’s 200 public relations agencies to close (Ekachai and Komolsevin, 2004).  In the long effort to rebuild the 
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profession since that time, local public relations practice appears to have been helped by a growing awareness that 
public relations activity can often be undertaken more cheaply and effectively than advertising campaigns - thus helping 
many businesses to lower their promotional costs.  
The first PR agency to be established in Thailand was in 1961, by a Finnish immigrant Esko Pajasalmi, and a national 
public relations body, the Thailand Public Relations Association, was formed in 1971. Today, the sector appears to be 
flourishing once more, both with agencies and many in-house operatives, and amongst both local and multinational 
enterprises (Ekachai and Komolsevin, 1996, 2004). 
They operate within an environment that remains unique in many respects. As with first-time visitors to the Philippines 
who note the evident Christian piety of locals, first-time Western visitors to Thailand are often struck with the 
conspicuous Buddhist piety of Thai citizens (US Department of State, 2011b), regularly attending temples, lighting 
incense sticks and leaving offerings in miniature shrines outside homes, shops and other locations. The Thai persona is 
frequently characterised as being gentle and accepting of difference. While less exuberant than the archetypal Filipino, 
Thai people are seen as similarly friendly - perhaps one of the secrets of the nation’s enormous success as a magnet for 
foreign tourists, with a tourism industry greater than all other countries in the region. Allied with a reputation for warm 
weather, beautiful beaches, lively night life and high levels of sexual tolerance, Thailand has drawn the adventurous 
from many lands. Once more, the word ‘paradox’ comes to mind, in the light of Thailand being a nation variously 
characterised as tradition-loving, gentle and pious, yet at the same time tolerant of unruly foreigners and party-goers of 
all persuasions who maintain much of Thailand’s economic growth through tourism. 
2.2.5.2 The economic and political climate 
Thailand continues to enjoy a revered monarchy, protected by strong laws against any spoken or published words or 
deeds deemed to be treasonous, though it is noteworthy that with an ageing and ailing king and no sign of a strong 
successor, even ardent monarchists are currently showing signs of some anxiety about its future. These issues have been 
discussed widely. (Examples include Stockwell, T ,2012, Thailand’s modernizing monarchs, History Today, accessed from  
www.historytoday, 17 October 2012; and Jory, P, 2012, The crisis of the Thai monarchy, East Asia Forum, accessed from 
www.eastasiaforum.org, 17 October, 2012.)  
Thailand transitioned from being an absolute monarchy prior to 1932 to a more ‘westernised’ constitutional monarchy, 
following a bloodless coup initiated by western-educated bureaucrats and military leaders seeking modernisation. 
Notwithstanding this change, Thailand has continued to be plagued by periods of political instability and long periods of 
military rule, and it might be speculated that the underlying stability and sense of ‘timeless’ national spirit offered by the 
monarchy amidst such regular upheaval has been one of the reasons for its enduring popularity in Thailand. 
Adding to strains on the monarchy in recent years have been some tumultuous in-fighting between political forces allied 
to the Thai establishment - those from traditional wealth and the military - and those gathered around former Prime 
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, a billionaire entrepreneur himself but a man who nonetheless rose to power by appealing 
to the interests of poorer rural-based Thais feeling disenfranchised amidst Thailand’s rush to development (BBC World, 
2011). In 2011, Thaksin’s party returned to power for a second time through democratic means, overturning what had 
been effectively a coup against him by the military and others, but this time - whilst Thaksin himself remained in exile 
overseas - his sister Yingluck Sinawatra took the reins. In turn, Yingluck and her regime have since been overturned by 
yet another military coup linked to the interests of the old national elite (ABC, 2014). The scars and bitterness left on all 
sides by the upheaval of recent years, widely reported by news media around the world, are still felt keenly in Thailand, 
and respondents in this research project were evidently sensitive to it when making their comments. One respondent 
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specifically wanted to know whether questions would touch on politically controversial issues or debate about the 
monarchy before agreeing to be interviewed. 
Notwithstanding the political turmoil of recent years, industry in Thailand remains relatively upbeat about future 
economic prospects. With major in-bound investment in a range of heavy industries including chemicals and auto 
manufacturing, Thailand remains a manufacturing and industrial powerhouse of South East Asia. According to one of the 
major investors in Thailand’s auto industry, the Japanese car maker Mazda, Thailand’s potential for growth in its own 
right as well as its place within ASEAN position it well for the future: “The ASEAN region is considered a market with high 
growth potential, and we can see this from the increasing investment by automotive groups and companies. Mazda see 
(sic) that the ASEAN Era is about to arrive” (Panthong, 2012; p 7A).  In 2011, Thailand alone was said to be Mazda’s sixth 
largest market in the world. Supporting this optimistic outlook, Thai industries have been encouraged to become more 
outward looking within their region. Apart from positive opportunities to enter new markets, business and trade 
spokespeople also note that rising wage levels in Thailand will ultimately put pressure on some manufacturers to base 
more of their operations in lower-cost ASEAN countries such as Indonesia, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (Pratruankrai, 
2012). 
2.2.5.3 Cultural climate 
While Thailand does not face the difficulties of media censorship and government control of media to the same extent 
as reported elsewhere in South East Asia - indeed, its media tends to be forthright in many respects  and to seek a broad 
balance of views  - the appetite for open debate is still affected at times by issues such as extreme sensitivity about 
aspects of deep political division, cross-cultural sensitivities in the context of major foreign investments into Thailand, 
and the process of coming to terms with interactive social media and its impacts upon society at large. 
It is reported in the workplace, for example, that many Thais experience difficulty dealing with the bluntness and 
directness of Western-oriented management styles, bearing in mind Thai norms of behaviour which avoid conflict, 
control emotions, display respect, and show tact, modesty and politeness (Sriussadaporn, 2006). Some report even 
greater difficulties in other areas of inter-racial workplace relations; for example, with the Japanese management style, 
seen to be more hierarchical than Thailand’s and providing few opportunities for non-Japanese to advance 
(Sriussadaporn, 2006).  
In the light of all the profiling and generalising in these pages about  characteristics of people from South East Asian 
nations, it is interesting  to note some observations made in reverse: Research findings amongst the Thai employees of 
multinational companies characterise managers of a range of non-Asian foreign countries in striking ways; for example, 
Germans are commonly seen as being precise and detail-oriented, devoting much time to instruction and explaining 
procedures; and Americans are seen as not caring much about detail and routinely expecting their Thai employees to 
exercise their own judgments about how to achieve specified results (Sriussadaporn, 2006). 
Some of the more important characteristics of Thai culture to consider, in behaviour and communication terms, both 
inside and outside the workplace, have been said to include: “jai” (heart) and associated concepts of “kreng jai” , “nam 
jai” and “jai yen” which revolve around the importance of peace, harmony, kindness and calmness toward others. When 
these break down - as they have not just in some workplaces but in areas of public life and discourse on occasion - 
dramatic outbreaks of social unrest are never far away in Thailand (Sriussadaporn, 2006). 
2.2.5.4 Social media 
Fanning the flames around the fraying application of traditional norms of public behaviour in Thailand in recent years 
has been the rapid growth of online social media, which has helped fuel and organise continuing confrontations 
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between opposing ‘red’ (pro-Thaksin) and ‘yellow’ (pro-traditional establishment) political forces in Thailand. Both sides 
have used online platforms to attack one another and to mobilise their supporters for public demonstrations, especially 
during the latter days of the relatively short-lived Prime Ministership of Abhisit Vejjajiva, who served from 2008-2011 in 
the period between the two Shinawatras (Agence France Press, 2010).  
As well as its benefits, social media has been shown to create certain reputational pitfalls for political communicators in 
Thailand, as was discovered in 2011 by (then) Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra who suffered serious embarrassment 
with the publication on her Facebook page of a birthday greeting for the King which wrongly showed pictures of the 
King’s late brother on the throne (Bangkok Post, 2011). 
Notwithstanding this growing use and occasional misuse of social media in Thailand, the phenomenon appears to be 
developing somewhat more slowly there than in many countries, perhaps partly due to the nation’s relatively small 
educated middle class, as noted by one interviewee in this research project. But it is arguably also due to a traditional 
preference in local culture for oral transmission of information, due to structural issues in Thai language. As one local 
public relations commentator observes: “Thai writing goes against fast reading. To post an article, for instance, is not in 
the Thai tradition. SMS messages, online chat and blogs are new ways of writing, a kind of new language being born” 
(Asia Media Forum, 2010). In 2010, internet penetration was said to be still only 19 to 20 per cent in Thailand, primarily 
used by the urban and more affluent. Nevertheless, one interviewee in this project comments favourably on the power 
that online social media has already demonstrated in Thailand to bring people together in times of need, giving the 
example of its usefulness during recent flood relief efforts.  
2.2.5.5 Continuing tensions 
The relative privilege of the most urbanised and affluent in Thailand has drawn increasing attention in the political arena 
in recent years, with much of the popularity of Thaksin Shinawatra and his young political party arising from discontent 
amongst rural and poorer people who feel left out in Thailand’s rush to ‘progress’.  In one of the more dramatic recent 
examples of Thai social extremes, a grandson of the founder of the Red Bull soft drink empire came close to escaping 
any consequences for striking and killing a policeman when driving his Ferrari on the streets of Bangkok as recently as 
September 2012 (The Age, 2012). The 27 year old was charged - and only with reckless driving - after the direct 
intervention of Bangkok’s top police official to ensure action was taken, when a lower ranking policeman had initially 
sought to cover up the crime. It could reasonably be speculated that in earlier times such higher level intervention 
would not have happened, but double-standards between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ has become a steadily hotter 
political issue in today’s Thailand. 
All of this forms part of the backdrop to PRCC practice in Thailand, and the context in which local practitioners must 
operate. Notwithstanding the evident perils and pitfalls at a time of ongoing social and political tension, and occasional 
cross-cultural strains in the multinational business world, the outlook of PRCC practitioners interviewed for this research 
project appears broadly positive.  Indeed, one Bangkok interviewee went as far as to say that the advent of social online 
media is making for a time of enormous new opportunity for members of the local profession if they will choose to 
develop their expertise as ‘guides’ to their clients and employers needing to navigate unfamiliar new communication 
territory at a time of both technological and cultural flux.  
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2.2.6 The Vietnamese context 
 
 “The way Vietnam sees itself is not the way the outside world sees it. There is a cultural filtering-out of 
anything that is ugly or unpleasant. As an outsider (living in Vietnam) I have to be very conscious of that.”  
  
- Interviewee, Ho Chi Minh City 
 
 
Vietnam, as noted earlier, has a distinct culture of its own but one which has been heavily influenced over many 
centuries first by its northern neighbour (and sometimes controller) China, then later by France, and most recently of all 
- in the south from the 1950s to 1970s - by the United States of America. The country is well contained geographically 
within a single land mass, and has a population of close to 90 million (CIA World Factbook, 2012). While having 54 ethnic 
groups, the Kinh (Viet) group comprises more than 85 per cent (CIA World Factbook, 2012). The national language, 
Vietnamese, has distinct origins of its own, though mixed with Chinese over many centuries, and from the 18th century 
onwards rendered in writing with Roman lettering rather than Chinese-style calligraphy, following the influence of 
European Jesuit missionaries (Nguyen, 1996). 
 
Having put a long and painful period of civil war behind it in 1975 (a civil war in which foreign powers played active 
interventionist roles), Vietnam is once more showing signs of being more strongly influenced by the US and Europe, 
particularly in the context of modernising and opening its economy within the framework of World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) membership attained in 2007, and with evident wariness also about the potential for renewed domination by an 
ascendant China.  This latter concern is evidenced in ongoing territorial skirmishes over island territories claimed 
variously by Vietnam, China, the Philippines, Japan and Korea, in which all other regional nations have tended to side 
against China’s claims (New York Times, 2012). 
2.2.6.1 The political climate 
Vietnam’s long periods of colonial domination, poverty and war have worked to produce, under a unified and 
independent national regime which emerged from 1975 onwards, a form of government which is self-consciously 
nationalistic in outlook, socialist and ideological in its rhetoric, yet often apparently  opportunistic and improvised in the 
way its officials conduct the affairs of state. In the decade immediately following the end of the Vietnam War - described 
as the American War by Vietnamese - the nation struggled to repair and develop its infrastructure and build a modern 
economy less reliant on traditional agriculture and aquaculture. But it faced considerable difficulty in the aftermath of 
war, with weak government structures more geared toward achieving bureaucratic compliance than toward 
performance outcomes, high levels of corruption, and trade embargoes put in place by the US. By 1986, the government 
moved to a more flexible and open approach to modernisation, in which international investment and commerce 
became more welcome again. 
Since the advent of this Doi Moi (renovation) policy, the removal of US trade embargoes in 1994, the joining of ASEAN in 
1995, and most recently its membership of the WTO, Vietnam has returned to being more outward-looking to the world, 
though not without difficulties in balancing a distinctive ideological outlook emanating from pre-revolutionary Hanoi 
with the imperatives of economic survival in a globalised 21st century. 
2.2.6.2 The economic and media climate 
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One of the ways the Communist Party of Vietnam and its government have sought to achieve balance is by setting up a 
strong network of State-owned enterprises, empowered to invest and spend widely to build a powerful presence in the 
Vietnamese market prior to more competition and foreign investment being allowed.  In this way, leaders have sought 
to find a way to ensure Vietnamese national interests and wealth creation will continue to be sufficiently addressed 
even, ultimately, in an environment of freer trade and competition amongst more economically powerful nations.  In 
reality, however, a  combination of lack of investment acumen and intense corruption have led in many cases to 
government-backed enterprises providing poor service, making unwise and failed investments, and countless billions of 
Vietnamese dong disappearing without trace. In the most notable example, the national shipbuilding organisation, 
Vinashin, was given huge amounts of capital and allowed to invest widely in all manner of activities from tourism to real 
estate, before ultimately collapsing into insolvency with a $US 4.11 billion debt.  These events have been widely 
reported, particularly outside of Vietnam by international business media. (Examples include the Financial Times, UK, at 
www.ft.com  [Former Vinashin chairman jailed, 30 March 2012] and the BBC World News Service, at www.bbc.co.uk  
[Trial begins for Vietnam ship scandal executives, 27 March 2012].) Within Vietnam the events have been reported, 
though in more muted terms. (One example is daily newspaper Tuoi Tre, available online at www.tuoitrenews.vn 
[Former Vinashin Chairman gets 20 years in jail, 30 March 2012]).  In a one-party state which does not allow 
institutionalised opposition voices, attempts at redress have been confined to members of the National Assembly, the 
top legislative body, debating some of the issues, limited media reporting of theis discussion, and charges being laid 
against a small number of individuals for a fraction of the losses. Anecdotal evidence suggests that as much as five per 
cent of Vietnam’s Gross Domestic Product disappeared in this debacle, but it has not brought down the government, or 
even a single minister or regulator. 
Businesses outside this largely dysfunctional network of government patronage, by and large, appear to do all they can 
to minimise contact with government, except for what is absolutely unavoidable, seeing it as corrupt, inefficient and 
mendacious - a mindset echoed by at least one of the respondents in this project. This creates problems of other kinds 
for Vietnam, including an extremely large ‘black economy’, the informal part of the economy which operates outside the 
ambit of taxation and regulation (Tenev, Carlier, Chaudry, and Nguyen, 2003). 
These and other issues within Vietnam have worked against it being seen as an attractive destination for foreign 
investment, other than for relatively simple manufacturing assembly and  enterprises relying purely on low-income and 
less skilled labour.  
The strict controls over major business enterprises and full state ownership and control of most media have made the 
prospects for vigorous public dialogue, including dynamic public relations and corporate communication practice, 
somewhat less than encouraging until recent years. Notwithstanding this, Vietnam does have a well-developed network 
of television, radio and newspapers, albeit with almost all closely linked to the government and its agencies (Mak, 2009). 
The government has, on occasion, shown some willingness to encourage a role for media in exposing official 
misconduct, as long as the system of governance itself is not questioned. 
Weighed against this heavy control, there are anecdotal indications that a positive factor contributing toward more 
openness in the longer term is an appreciation by more liberally inclined factions of the party and government that if 
Vietnamese people do not see demonstrable improvement in their lives, in an era when it is becoming increasingly easy 
to learn about what life in other countries is like, the regime as a whole may come to be threatened. Further arguable 
forces for change include a growing number of Vietnamese travelling to other countries for higher education (including 
many of the children of those in power), each bringing back a broader perspective on Vietnam’s role and its challenges 
in a global context, and a small but growing incidence of ‘international style’ education arising within Vietnam itself, with 
authorities now allowing a number of foreign universities to operate on-shore. The first of these permitted to operate 
fully in its own right, without a local partner, was Australia’s RMIT University, which began operations in Vietnam in 
78 
 
2001 and now has more than 5,000 English-speaking graduates, mostly well placed in local and overseas workforces – 
including a growing number of public relations graduates (RMIT University Vietnam, 2011). Another positive factor has 
been ongoing high levels of foreign aid from a number of Western and Asian countries, which has been particularly 
beneficial in improving transport infrastructure such as roads, bridges, airports and harbours, and therefore assisting 
communication and travel into and within the country. 
2.2.6.3 Developments in telecommunication 
Particularly rapid improvement has been shown in the development of telecommunication facilities in recent years, with 
16.4 million landlines and 154 million mobile phones (far more than the total national population of less than 90 million) 
in use as of 2009 (CIA World Factbook, 2012). As of 2009, Vietnam had 23.4 million internet users, of a total population 
of around 85 million. It is notable that, notwithstanding some short-lived efforts to prevent access to Facebook, as noted 
by one respondent in this research project, Vietnamese authorities have not sought to erect a ‘Great Firewall’ around 
Vietnam in the way that Chinese authorities have in China to restrict foreign sources of online information.  Authorities 
of late have become more inclined to join the fray rather than resist it, with a notable example being the government’s 
move to set up its own social media networking site to attract Vietnamese youth (Hookway, 2010). Combined with a 
national literacy level of more than 90 per cent - impressively high for a developing country with such a troubled history 
- Vietnam clearly has a number of communication advantages to weigh against the difficulty of the challenges noted 
earlier.  
2.2.6.4 Cultural shifts 
As in other developing countries, some traditionalists fear that new tastes and habits in communication and 
entertainment are taking too strong a hold, and threatening important local customs. To give just one example, the sale 
and use of hand-painted theatrical ‘lion heads’ is reported to be falling rapidly, as the long-standing custom of donning 
costumes and enjoying lion dances at parties comes to be replaced by more modern pastimes. As reported by one 
newspaper in Ho Chi Minh City, two streets that as recently as a decade earlier were famous for having hundreds of lion 
head shops now have only five or six remaining. One journalist laments: “Sadly, lion head producers say sales are low 
now as children prefer video games and high tech toys to traditional lion dancing” (Phat, 2008; p 4). 
Notwithstanding a legal system which continues to be described as unreliable and chaotic (Mak, 2009), there has been 
enough demonstrable evidence of progress toward at least relative openness and modernisation to draw a steadily 
growing number of international investors into Vietnam, and an emerging class of free-wheeling entrepreneurs and 
investors of its own has been evolving as well, both of which augur may ultimately well for the development of a 
prosperous Vietnamese PRCC sector. 
2.2.6.5 Conflicting cross-currents 
There has been some growth of activism within Vietnam too in recent years, sometimes by elements of the media itself 
in investigating abuse and corruption by officials, and sometimes by local communities and NGOs seeking to educate 
communities and redress perceived wrongs. But activist activity has tended to be somewhat tentative and inconsistent 
given the difficulty in discerning whether such behaviour will be tolerated at high levels - as it sometimes is - or punished 
for ‘abusing democratic freedoms’ (Mak, 2009). Journalists and other activists have, at worst, found themselves in prison 
for doing nothing more than disseminating unwelcome facts or expressing critical opinions. 
One possible explanation for the seemingly inconsistent treatment of those who seek to speak up on issues they see to 
be in ‘the public interest’ is that there can be a contradiction at times between a genuine desire in parts of government 
to achieve more openness and accountability to improve governmental performance, and a deep-seated cultural 
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predisposition toward maintaining harmony and showing respect (outwardly at least) toward those in authority. In what 
anthropologist Edward T Hall (1977) would describe as evidence of a ‘high context culture’, it seems that the precise 
manner in which something is said or done, and by whom, can make a dramatic difference as to whether it is received 
positively or negatively in the Vietnamese environment (Mak, 2009;  Hall, 1977). For example, given Vietnam’s history of 
foreign intrusions, sensitivity can be exacerbated by the slightest hint that any comments are being motivated by foreign 
interests or by foreign values and priorities. Criticism needs to have a clear local and indigenous flavour to it.  
A further force working against successful advocacy for improved ethics and transparency, arguably, might be the long 
history of poverty and insecurity that has been experienced by most people in Vietnam, in which wealth has tended to 
be massively centralised first in the Royal Court and more recently in the Communist Party - creating a disposition 
amongst the populace toward short-term opportunism and a mentality of ‘grab anything you can, whenever you can’ 
lest such opportunities not present themselves again. Such a state of affairs, it might be said, is hardly conducive to 
fostering high standards of civic responsibility. 
2.2.6.6 PR in Vietnam 
In an environment where expectations of systemic fairness are extremely low, opportunism can reign supreme. The 
implications of this for fostering improved societal governance, open and honest dialogue, and the building of sound 
corporate and professional ethics are considerable for the work of a slowly emerging class of PRCC practitioners in 
Vietnam.   
Challenges are likewise presented for public relations educators. For example, when first teaching the principles of 
ethical media relations practice to students of public relations at RMIT University in Ho Chi Minh City, a response by 
some students has been to question why any published facts need to be accurate and made interesting for journalists, 
when all that is required is to pay the journalist to write whatever story is wanted. Why worry about audience relevance 
and newsworthiness? This observation is drawn from the direct personal experience of this writer. In this respect, it can 
be seen that some established Vietnamese media and public relations expectations can be confronting to the values of 
western-educated professionals. 
Nevertheless, Vietnam continues to show solid longer term economic growth and development, notwithstanding short-
term peaks and troughs, a strong desire by an emerging young middle class to connect more with the wider world 
beyond its shores, and evidently broad local optimism about the prospects for a peaceful, secure and increasingly 
prosperous Vietnam in years to come. All of the above can be seen as features of a rapidly evolving, somewhat mixed 
operating environment for the small yet rapidly growing body of PRCC practitioners in Vietnam. Local professional 
associations are yet to emerge, although the case for establishing them has begun to be made (Doan and Bilowol, 2014). 
 
 
2.2.7 Conclusion:  Shared concerns on the rise 
 “A good message is a good message, anywhere.” – Interviewee, Bangkok 
 
It seems evident from even this brief outline of some of the contemporary issues shaping matters of culture, identity 
and communication in South East Asia that there are some common themes across most nations of the region: 
urbanisation; rapid adoption of new technologies; rapid industrialisation and economic development; tensions between 
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traditional modes of living and newer western-influenced ones; efforts to deal with the consequences of colonial 
boundaries and/or historic foreign interventions which do not always correspond with older senses of ethnic, religious 
and other kinship; the carry-over of attitudes and perspectives inherited from colonial experiences; political strains 
arising within societies that are in flux and experiencing rising sensitivities about who in their midst may be receiving 
favoured or disfavoured treatment; and growing mutual awareness of both the differences and commonalities faced by 
the countries of the region. 
Amidst much uncertainty - and while also accepting the argument that the very ‘idea of Asia’ is largely an artificial 
construct to describe a widely diverse range of societies (Birch, Schirato and Srivastava, 2001) - there may nevertheless 
be some matters on which a growing number of people in South East Asia will stand together in years to come. One is 
that the region’s rapid development and growing sense of collective pride in achievement mean that the paternalistic 
outlooks once adopted by western nations are no longer appropriate, if indeed they ever were. As recently as 2001, this 
paternalistic outlook was well summarised by Birch, Schirato and Srivastava (2001) as follows: “In the colonial period the 
enslavement of millions of people was perpetuated, maintained and justified through reference to orientalist notions 
that Asians were ‘like children’, and it was the West’s duty - the so-called ‘white man’s burden’ - to civilise them, and 
bring them into ‘adulthood’. This attitude still informs much of the West’s dealing with Asia, but the ‘direct intervention’ 
and blatant racism of nineteenth century colonialism have largely been replaced by the ‘paternalism’ of bodies such as 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund” (Birch, Schirato and Srivastava, 2001). A mere 10 years later, 
amidst not just the ongoing rise of Asia but also the travails of increasingly dysfunctional American and European 
governmental systems, Singapore-based academic Kishore Mahbubhani was able, with considerably increased authority, 
to call for an end to any western assumptions of superior wisdom: “Most fundamentally, we need an end to the 
pretence that the US and EU are masters of the universe. Both must learn to share power… This means specific reforms, 
for instance, on voting rights at the International Monetary Fund. We also need altered attitudes that accept Asians as 
equals” (Mahbubhani, 2011; p A22). 
For all the struggles around modernisation, development, post-colonialism, corruption, inequality, regional rivalries, 
competing value systems and many other challenging and contentious matters, variations on this outlook seem likely to 
become more common and to help unite communities and governments across South East Asia to a growing extent. 
Professional communicators of all kinds will need to take note of this flowering of regional confidence and pride, and 
consider what this will mean for them in the many different arenas in which they operate across the region. 
Interviewees in this project commented on a range of issues relevant to this central theme. 
 
2.3 Conclusion 
It can be seen from the above outline of notable environmental characteristics that South East Asian nations exhibit 
some important commonalities in their communication environments and many of the circumstances they face 
together; yet at the same time important areas of difference and even, on occasion, dissonance and friction. The wise 
international communication professional needs to be mindful of this, particularly when operating across borders, and 
even, on occasion, when working on matters within national borders that have implications for differing ethnic, 
religious, linguistic or social class perspectives at the local level. Even if they do not consciously wish to become 
embroiled in any ‘political matters’, it seems clear that communication professionals would be well advised to 
remember that a range of powerful political, cultural, religious, linguistic, economic and/or historic sensitivities may be 
never too far from the surface in most South East Asian operating environments. 
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Mindful of this, the following chapter examines more closely at the work of public relations scholars who have sought, in 
a mainly tentative and exploratory way to date, to begin mapping out the most significant of the ‘environmental 
variables’ that they believe affect PRCC practitioners in their work in this region and beyond. 
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“Even if you are focused on western cultures a lot of the (public relations) theory is useless, with or without 
cultural differences. I don’t know I hold the theories up as very useful.”  
 
Interviewee, Ho Chi Minh City 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Professor Grunig is still being wheeled out… Most of that was 30-40 years ago now.” 
 
 Interviewee, Jakarta 
 
 
83 
 
3.0 Chapter Three: Literature review 
 
“There is such a big divide between classroom learning and what the job entails. All the books in the world 
don’t prepare you for your first angry client, or for a corrupt journalist.” 
 
Interviewee, Ho Chi Minh City 
 
 
The previous chapter provided some broad summary information on the region as a whole, and the regional and local 
contexts in which public relations and corporate communication practitioners operate across this part of the world. The 
previous chapter also outlined some key features in the development of cross-cultural explorations of a more generic 
nature in recent decades. Along the way it touched on some of the work of contemporary public relations theorists who 
have begun the process of seeking to place their field of study into broader contexts of inter-cultural inquiry.  
The present chapter aims to build upon the foundation of the previous chapter and locate the current research project 
more explicitly within the context of research undertaken over the past two decades or so by public relations scholars 
who have set out to note differences and commonalities in public relations and corporate communication environments 
across a range of countries. 
The chapter devotes particular attention to the comparative public relations studies undertaken by Sriramesh (1992a, 
1992b, 1996, 2004 & 2009), Grunig (1984, 1992, and later collaborations with other scholars), Verčič (2000), Ekachai and 
Komolsevin (1996 & 2004), Idid (1978 & 2004), Kaur et al (1999), and a range of others who have worked steadily since 
the early 1990s to build greater awareness of the existence of national and regional distinctiveness within the global 
PRCC profession.  Further attention is given to an emerging ‘new wave’ of public relations scholars who have begun, 
most recently, to call for broader and more critical multi-paradigmatic inquiries extending more comprehensively 
beyond conventional organisational contexts. These include Hodges (2006), Pieczka (2002 & 2006), Pal and Dutta (2008), 
Sievert and Porter (2009), and Schoenberger-Orgad (2009). 
 
3.1 A ‘sparse’ body of knowledge 
The question of how public relations and corporate communication practitioners across South East Asia view their 
profession and the issues and challenges it faces is not one which has been comprehensively addressed in academic 
research to date.  
There has been limited research into the worldviews of practitioners in the region; yet, to the extent that it has 
occurred, it has tended to be confined primarily to (1) questions on narrowly-circumscribed matters such as daily work 
routines and practitioner views on how much they are respected by employers (for example, see Ekachai and 
Komolsevin, 1996, 2004) and (2) questions formulated only within the specific circumstances of each country (for 
example, see Kaur, 2002). As such, it has been difficult to develop a broader overview of how practitioners across the 
region view their work and the issues affecting them in the pursuit of their livelihoods across a relatively porous set of 
countries, and across a diverse range of topics. 
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A significant observation made by Krishnamurthy Sriramesh (2004), one of the few academics to devote extended 
attention to this field, is that despite the careful mapping out of environmental variables that he and some others have 
undertaken, there is still little empirical evidence at hand about the linkage between such environmental variables and 
public relations practice in most parts of the world. Such links, he concedes, can still only be made “conceptually” or 
based on limited available anecdotal evidence (Sriramesh, 2004; p 3). Elsewhere, he notes, in similar terms: “The body of 
knowledge of public relations in Asia is sparse and growing at a slow pace (Sriramesh, 2004; p 323). The anthology on 
public relations practice in Asia from which these comments are drawn (Sriramesh, 2004) is itself an example of this 
sparseness: the anthology, while very useful, itself does not provide much in the way of directly comparable survey data 
from practitioners working across the countries of the region. (See Chapter Two – especially 2.1.3 and 2.1.4 – for a more 
detailed account of the Sriramesh anthology.) 
As recently as 2011, C. Kay Weaver (2011) notes once more that “there has been a plethora of calls to better understand 
public relations in the global context… but a dearth of actual empirical investigation of the phenomenon” (p 250). 
Arguably, the biggest exception in regard to the lack of empirical studies linking environmental variables to actual PR 
practitioner experience is the variable of culture, which has begun to receive focused research attention. Notable 
examples include Sriramesh (1996); Sriramesh, Grunig and Dozier (1996); Sriramesh and Takasaki (1999); Sriramesh, Kim 
and Takasaki (1999); and Huang (2000). Sriramesh (1996), for example, built on an initial PhD study into 18 private and 
state-owned organisations in a range of sectors (ranging in size from eight employees through to more than 5,000) 
based in Bangalore, southern India, taking an ethnographic approach to understand the worldviews and mindsets of 
managers, and how these impacted on communication styles and results. Sriramesh spent one to four days in each 
organisation, and included dialogue with 40 public relations employees in that time. He concluded, amongst other 
things, that a ‘personal influence model’ could be observed in Indian public relations practice - and perhaps elsewhere 
too (p 186-187) - but that this had not been acknowledged in Grunig’s four key models of PR practice. He further posited 
that Hofstede’s (1981) “power distance” dimension had a profound influence on Indian communication practice as well, 
given its strictly hierarchical nature (p 187). Huang (2000) endorsed this outlook in a Taiwanese context, arguing (in a 
paper which was partially a personal commentary and partially a review of literature by others, including Sriramesh) that 
the ‘personal influence model’ (Gao Guanxi) was critical to understanding the conduct of public relations in Chinese 
cultures. Huang highlighted what the author saw as a fundamental ‘asymmetry’ between social groups, in accordance 
with traditional Confucian thinking - an asymmetry at odds with Grunig’s Western-oriented symmetrical ideal. 
Sriramesh, Kim and Takasaki (2000) worked together to analyse three separate research projects conducted in South 
Korea, India and Japan to reach the conclusion that the personal influence model could indeed be seen as important 
across all three nations; that the ‘press agentry and publicity’ model of practice was strong across all three nations as 
well; that social drinking was a particularly important aspect of professional practice in Japan; and that gifts to media 
were especially routine and commonplace in Korea. The three authors were unanimous that further cross-cultural study 
of public relations was warranted to achieve deeper insights on all of these matters.  Their work drew on Sriramesh’s 
PhD research in India, supplemented with a questionnaire administered to 35 members of the Public Relations Society 
of India;  a survey of 175 Korean practitioners and interviews with 18 Korean public relations ‘experts’, including CEOs;  
and a survey of 61 PR practitioners and 20 in-depth practitioner interviews in Japan. (See more about this study later, 
under 3.0.3.)  
Amongst their conclusions, Sriramesh, Kim and Takasaki (2000) observed that their studies confirmed large 
organisations were themselves “culture bound entities” (p 273), often with differences to their surrounding societal 
culture.  In a separate paper around the same time, Sriramesh and Takasaki (1999) drew attention to what they saw as 
the importance of conservative and ritual-bound press clubs - with their membership restricted to Japanese journalists 
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only - as a distinctive feature of the Japanese media scene, indicative of the very ‘high context’ nature of Japanese 
society. 
Investigations and commentaries of the kind summarised above have tended, for the most part, to draw fairly generic 
conclusions about the importance of understanding cultural differences and how these impact on communication 
practices, commonly citing Gao Guanxi (personal influence) and similar concepts, along with the need to recognise Asian 
societies as ‘high-context’ and high ‘power-distance’, in the terms offered by Hall (1977) and Hofstede (1980, 2001). 
These are undoubtedly worthwhile points to establish; however, they leave much territory within these generalisations 
remaining to be explored more fully.  Also, for the most part they do not closely address the potential importance of 
other variables beyond culture which might also conceivably affect PR practice in different locations. Education and 
literacy levels, geography, climate, political alignments, relative infrastructure levels, linguistic structures, and a range of 
other potentially important factors come to mind. 
Beyond identifying the importance of cultural awareness to professional practice in different locations, Sriramesh readily 
concedes that both in this realm and in respect to any other important ‘environmental variables’, the link between PR 
practice and any such factors still “remains to be empirically investigated” (Sriramesh, 2004; p 4). As recently as 2009, 
Sriramesh (2009) notes again that the body of knowledge continues to exhibit serious deficiency in terms of empirical 
evidence from different parts of the world about phenomena relevant to public relations practice, with much of the so-
called ‘international’ data in the literature to date still coming only from a small set of countries. 
This has arguably had consequences for the adequacy and relevance of public relations education in Asian countries, 
which continue to rely primarily on US scholarship. In the words of PR educators Jamilah Ahmad and I Gusti Ngurah 
Putra (2012):  “In Malaysia and other Asian countries, there exists a limited body of public relations materials, 
information and research related to and from Asia… Among those very few references available are an out-of-date 
reference on public relations, which dates back more than a decade... Hence the preference of most academics from 
Asian countries and Europe… for the US curriculum”. According to Ahmad (2005) the main problem underlying this issue 
is a lack of research conducted by academics in public relations at a tertiary level in Asia, including Malaysia; researchers 
who can be categorised as ‘inactive researchers’. If there is any ‘scientific’ research on public relations practice available 
in Malaysia, it is mostly based on anecdotal evidence and is normally unpublished and therefore difficult to access” 
(Ahmad and Putra, 2012, p 4). 
As noted earlier, this lack of comprehensive Asian practitioner-based research, published and suitable for use in a 
Literature Review, is at the core of the rationale for this research project.  It is noteworthy at the time of writing that a 
new anthology on public relations in Asia, edited by Professor Tom Watson (2014) of Bournemouth University, is 
imminent. This provides an encouraging indication that the amount of Asian-originated research is increasing and 
perhaps becoming more readily accessible to an international readership. 
In the absence of any comprehensive survey and interview programs amongst serving practitioners in countries of the 
South East Asian region, and a concomitant absence of reporting on their perspectives about the region as a whole, 
open to broad comparative analyses, the current Literature Review focuses on outlining the work of the relatively small 
number of authors who have to date generated a tentative and still somewhat ‘anecdotal’ and ‘conceptual’ set of 
impressions which the current study is seeking to explore more fully. 
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3.2 Pioneering perspectives: Identifying broader contexts for the study of professional 
practice 
The early work of Sriramesh (1992a) broke important ground in explicitly relating the practice of public relations to inter-
cultural relationships and communication issues, within a specific Asian context. Sriramesh’s (1992a) PhD dissertation 
inquired into how Indian social culture might affect public relations practice in India, with particular consideration given 
to Hofstede’s (1981) ‘power-distance’ dimension of culture and the traditional Hindu caste system. Around the same 
time, in the United States, Culbertson and Jeffers (1992) sought to draw closer attention to the “social, political and 
economic contexts” in which public relations activity occurs, though they did not specifically reference international or 
inter-cultural factors as part of their considerations.   
Also in the United States, Elizabeth Toth (1992) sought to broaden public relations studies from having simply an 
organisational or systemic perspective to give consideration also to rhetorical and critical dimensions, making an 
argument  - along with her co-collaborator Heath (1992) - that rhetoric plays a central role in public relations practice, 
and, going beyond Heath, that a critical perspective is also necessary to understand power relationships inherent in the 
conduct of public relations: “Rather than simply accepting one research perspective or arguing for one approach, it is 
because there are differing approaches and different assumptions and directions that our understanding of public 
relations is enriched” (Toth, 1992; p12).  
In addition, Toth was one of the earliest - and still one of very few - researchers to begin considering the implications of 
gender relations in the profession, working with Larissa Grunig (Toth and Grunig, 1993). Toth and Grunig undertook a 
feminist analysis of the roles that women perform in public relations management, drawing on earlier questionnaire-
based research into gender and job roles by Glen Broom (1982) amongst 458 members of the Public Relations Society of 
America. Broom’s research had concluded that public relations roles could typically be categorised into four distinct 
functional types: expert prescribers, communication technicians, communication facilitators, and problem-solving 
process facilitators. Using a survey sample of 1003 practitioner respondents, Toth and Grunig’s (1993) later research 
analysed the self-reporting of female and male practitioners in regard to 17 specified role activities. Factor analysis of 
responses by gender indicated that women often performed both ‘technical’ and ‘managerial’ roles, but were less likely 
than men to self-report that any of their duties were managerial in nature.  Men in technical roles would often perform 
some level of management function as well; whereas women in technical roles were less likely to combine it (or at least 
acknowledge that they combined it) with elements of managerial activity. In broad terms, women who spanned both 
kinds of function were likely to engage in a wider range of duties, for less income. Toth has since continued, alone and 
with others, to analyse gender issues in the profession, particularly within an American context (for example, see 
Aldoory and Toth, 2002). Mindful of potentially distinctive gender attitudes and relationships in the Asian context, 
gender issues are taken up here in the present study, particularly from a South East Asian practitioner perspective. 
Before the 1990s, a small number of texts had been published about public relations practice in several South East Asian 
countries, most notably Malaysia - for example, see Morais and Hamdan (1986) - and Singapore - see Tan (2001) - but 
for the most part these tended to take a broadly descriptive and anecdotal approach to outlining the way public 
relations was developing in the countries concerned, with the implicit assumption, perhaps, that they were simply at an 
earlier stage of evolution towards a western model. They also appeared mindful of the need to speak in highly positive 
terms about the role being played by effective public relations in fostering national unity and development.  For 
example, in the words of Malysian PR scholar Mohd. Salleh, cited in Morais and Hamdan’s (1986) text: “Malaysia is a 
multicultural nation of Malays, Chinese, Indians, Ibans, Melanaus, Kadazans and several other ethnic groups who live 
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side-by-side, observing their own religious beliefs and customs, cultures and traditions. In a multiracial society like 
Malaysia, the task of achieving greater unity for all her peoples, maintaining a democratic and just society and building a 
progressive society continually presents challenges”  (p 77). (See Chapter Two, Malaysia, for more about such 
perspectives.) These kinds of broadly ‘promotional’ perspectives tended to leave to one side the matter of whether or 
not there might be local or regional characteristics of public relations practice that would remain fundamentally 
divergent, on an ongoing basis, or that perhaps were worthy of closer analysis as to the underlying nature and dynamics 
of local social interactions.  
To the extent that practitioners in ‘non-western’ locations were surveyed or interviewed, the focus tended to be on 
where they fitted within the organisational context; on categorisation of the job roles they performed; and on how 
these corresponded with the theoretical models of PR practice developed by American theorists such as James Grunig 
(1996) and David Dozier and Glenn Broom (1995). Close attention was also given to educational attainments and in 
some cases the ethnic backgrounds of practitioners (for example, see the work of Ekachai and Komolseven (2004) in 
Thailand). The broader worldviews of practitioners, and their outlooks on contemporary issues within their countries, 
remained largely unexamined. 
One of the most comprehensive of the ‘work classification’ studies of this nature was conducted in Thailand by Ekachai 
and Komolsevin (2004), who drew on their own industry contacts to survey 130 PR practitioners in Bangkok, with the 
aim of determining the most common job functions they performed. Press release writing topped the list (72 per cent), 
followed by media relations (68 per cent).  Organisational publications production (56 per cent), PR planning (55 per 
cent) and special events (54 per cent) also featured heavily on the list of most commonly performed tasks. Fund-raising, 
research and issues management enjoyed least prominence. The vast majority of practitioners - 89 per cent - reported 
using the internet in their professional duties, either at work alone, or at work and at home.  According to Ekachai and 
Komolsevin (2004), more than 90 per cent viewed their work as challenging, creative, credible, necessary to society and 
essential to the media. Yet despite these high self-ratings, less were willing to agree that their work was recognised by 
society and played any role in policy-making. On the question of gender, 64 per cent disagreed with the suggestion that 
public relations was a profession only for women. Notwithstanding some misgivings about pay and conditions, and the 
fact that only half felt the public viewed them as sincere and ethical, more than 70 per cent of Bangkok practitioners 
surveyed by Ekachai and Komolsevin (2004) reported that they were satisfied or very satisfied with their job. 
Beyond these findings and some other useful data on educational backgrounds, the broad values and social outlooks of 
Thai practitioners remained to be explored. The work of Ekachai and Komolsevin (2004), however, did reveal what the 
authors describe as a steady evolution toward a more ‘managerial’ role for PR practitioners in Bangkok, and a 
progressive move toward more two-way communication approaches, albeit still of an asymmetric kind. 
Broadly similar research into job functions and educational backgrounds has been undertaken in Malaysia as well, 
primarily to determine the profile of public relations practitioners in that country: the roles most commonly performed 
each day, educational attainments, gender composition, and so on (Idid, 1978, 1994, Kaur, 2002). In 1977 and 1992, 
Syed Idid (1978, 1994) conducted two nation-wide studies on the functions, roles and profiles of practitioners, using 
written questionnaires to a small nation-wide sample of respondents. Her first study found that the majority of public 
relations practitioners held certificate and diploma qualifications, with 23 per cent of these having undergraduate 
degrees and four per cent having master’s degrees. When she revisited the topic in 1992 she found these had more than 
doubled, with 44 per cent having undergraduate degrees and nine per cent in possession of Master’s degrees. For her 
part, Karanjit Kaur’s (2002) interview-based research amongst heads of public relations departments in Malaysia 
(confined to the Klang Valley, consisting of the Kuala Lumpur /Petaling Jaya areas) found that 80 per cent of those 
interviewed had university degrees, and 17 per cent had diplomas giving them specific PR qualifications.  Idid’s (1978, 
1994) studies showed steady growth in the number of Malays entering the public relations profession between 1997 
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and 1992, from 49 per cent to 72 per cent of the profession, as did the proportion of ethnic Chinese, from 16 per cent up 
to 29 per cent. However, no significant increase was reported amongst ethnic Indians (from 12 to 14 per cent).  While 
left unstated, this implies that the proportion of ethnic Anglo-Saxons, Europeans, Americans and others had 
correspondingly declined. 
In passing, it should be noted that there is an apparent discrepancy between these totals not explained by Idid, with a 
total practitioner count reaching 115 per cent.  Idid’s totals also leave some doubt about the question of classification of 
ethnicity, which might not always be such a clear-cut matter in the light of mixed marriages and ancestry, even in a 
country with relatively high levels of racial separation. 
Notwithstanding the above, the two studies by Idid (1978, 1994) usefully revealed a continuing trend toward 
‘feminisation’ of the profession in Malaysia, as also witnessed in western locations over recent decades (according to 
common anecdotal accounts). In Idid’s 1977 study, 30 per cent of practitioners were female, yet by 1992 this had 
climbed to 53 per cent (Idid, 1994). As Idid notes: “Public relations continues to be the career of choice among young 
females who graduate with communication degrees in Malaysia. However, males continue to dominate senior 
managerial positions” (Idid, 2004; p 220). The existence of this phenomenon is supported by most interviewees in the 
current study, and attracts a range of comments from them. Both Idid (1994) and Kaur (2002) report that the roles of 
Malaysian PR practitioners continue to be dominated by media relations, and a range of activities related to events, 
visitors and protocol, a finding also supported by local interviewees in the present study. 
The Malaysian research has provided valuable insights into the basic nature and composition of public relations practice 
roles in that country, though, as elsewhere, little in the way of qualitative insight into broader practitioner worldviews, 
values and outlooks. 
 
3.3 Comparative studies  
Notwithstanding the work of pioneers like Sriramesh, Kim and Takasaki (2000), discussed above, few other studies have 
extended beyond a single country. ‘International’ research studies have primarily been exploratory and broadly 
descriptive, focusing on identifying distinctive characteristics in one nation. Examples include the work of Abdulrahman 
Al-Enad (1990) who sought to identify a range of public relations practitioner roles being performed in Saudi Arabia, 
with possible relevance to nearby Arabic countries. Al-Enad concluded there was an array of distinctive PR functions that 
differed somewhat from typically defined western roles.  Similarly, a broad review of public relations roles in the 
Philippines, based on the findings of questionnaires sent to a small sample of randomly selected  industry members, 
compared local practices and roles to the American PR model (Jamias and Tuazon, 1996), as did a similar examination of 
distinctive PR roles in Singapore (Tan, 2001).  Amongst Tan’s findings in Singapore were that the four most commonly 
performed public relations functions  were media relations (88%), corporate communications and branding (86%), 
community relations (64%) and government relations (51%) (Tan, 2001), a finding not likely to differ substantially from 
what might be found in western countries.  However, the question of whether these specialty roles were necessarily 
pursued in the same manner as they would be in western nations, using the same strategies and tactics, was not 
addressed. 
Since the time of Tan’s 2001 study, Kate Fitch (2012) has undertaken further research amongst practitioners in both 
Singapore and Perth, Australia, revealing high levels of awareness of a need for inter-cultural competency amongst 
practitioners in both locations. Her interviews with 17 public relations practitioners in both locations, using her own 
89 
 
personal networks and snowball sampling techniques, shows that practitioners in Singapore are, overall, more likely to 
have a regional orientation in their duties and their personal outlooks than practitioners based in Perth. 
Following the publication of his ground-breaking doctoral thesis in 1992, Sriramesh joined forces with two other 
researchers, including the recognised doyen of American public relations theory, James Grunig  (Sriramesh, Grunig and 
Buffington, 1992), to produce a broadly descriptive chapter about corporate culture and public relations as part of 
Grunig’s seminal professional manual, Excellence in Public Relations and Communication Management (Grunig, 1992) , a 
work which had its origins in a research project commissioned by the International Association of Business 
Communicators (IABC). The original research project, now commonly described as The Excellence Study, had reported 
on the views and outlooks of senior communicators, especially Chief Executive Officers (the so-called ‘top 
communicator’), in three countries: Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States. Starting in 1985, and extending 
through to 1990/91, the study sought to isolate the characteristics of “communication excellence” (Grunig, 1992; p 7) in 
organisations, and to identify “shared expectations” for communication performance (p 237-238).  Across the three 
nations, 321 organisations were surveyed, primarily through paper-based questionnaires, drawing on IABC membership 
lists published in the IABC’s annual World Book of members and other membership lists. This was supplemented in 1994 
by case studies amongst several dozen participating organisations across the corporate world, government agencies, 
trade associations and not-for-profit organisations. The case studies were based on 100 hours of interviews with 
communicators and other members of dominant coalitions within the organisations.  The research was the most 
exhaustive yet undertaken within and/or about the profession. The average participating organisation is said to have 
completed more than 100 pages of questionnaires: ‘Top communicators’ received a 21 page questionnaire; CEOs a 
seven page questionnaire; and regular employees a seven page questionnaire. Interestingly, however, neither the 
original study nor the follow-up questionnaire included public relations firms or agencies amongst its targets, on the 
rationale that the research was focused on the organisation at large, not on specialist organisations providing PR 
expertise. 
A key finding of the work by Grunig and his colleagues was that so-called ‘communication symmetry’ was an ideal worth 
pursuing for large organisations - that is, a state in which the organisation performed well in communicating its 
activities, goals and achievements to the outside world, but in which it also communicated well within itself, hearing 
internal staff voices which needed to be heard, and was open to hearing and responding to the concerns of outside 
parties too. In short, ‘excellent’ communication was not just about being persuasive, but also about hearing a wide 
range of voices within the organisation, and interested parties from outside, and responding constructively to them all. 
Success in doing this could have a direct bearing on the overall success of the organisation: “Does excellent 
communication affect an organisation’s bottom line? Of course it does – excellent communication affects the bottom 
line in a number of direct and indirect ways” (p 235). 
Drawing on his doctoral research, Sriramesh (1992b, 1996) evidently sought to build on the seminal research by Grunig 
(1992) et al, and broaden it in such a way that it might take some account of cultural factors (particularly in non-Anglo 
Saxon countries) which could have some bearing on the achievement of the Grunig ideal of ‘communication excellence’ , 
and at the same time at least tentatively question - if not quite reject - how realistic it was to adopt an ideal of 
‘symmetry’ in any culture in which different parties to communication might have drastically different social statuses 
and self-perceptions of  importance (in line with the cultural models propounded by Hofstede, 1981). It was a small but 
important beginning, and one which Sriramesh (1996, 2004 & 2009) has continued to pursue with some dedication 
throughout his subsequent academic career.  
As noted earlier (see 3.0.1), in 1999 Sriramesh also joined with researchers in South Korea and Japan (Sriramesh, Kim 
and Takasaki, 2000) to look at the differing ways in which public relations practice manifested itself in the three Asian 
locations of India, Japan and Korea, in the process identifying some further differing cultural values and behavioural 
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characteristics in each location which the authors felt had significance to professional practice in these locations. In 
South Korea, 175 practitioners responded to a written questionnaire; and 18 public relations ‘experts’ were interviewed, 
as well as three CEOs. In Japan, the research consisted of a mail survey of 61 PR practitioners, and 20 in-depth 
interviews. In India 23 members of the Public Relations Society of India responded to a mailed questionnaire. In broad 
terms, the combined work confirmed that Hofstede’s (2001) ‘power distance’ dimension of culture could be significant 
to communication efforts in all three cultures, and that more cross-cultural comparisons of public relations were needed 
to further understand this factor. 
One of the few other papers specific to Asia that has sought to embrace a consideration of distinctive locational factors 
beyond a single country, is that by James Van Leuven (1996), who conducted an exploratory study of public relations 
characteristics in Singapore and Malaysia in the post-World War Two period, drawing on a literature review of case 
studies from the two countries, interviews with 20 public relations ‘leaders’, and two purposively selected group 
discussions with local practitioner groups. Van Leuven highlighted major and distinctive PR campaign activity that had 
been led by governments in both countries (initially Malaysia but then followed vigorously by Singapore after its 
independence), in an effort to help forge socially cohesive and confident new independent national identities in the 
post-colonial period. Van Leuven also, accurately, forecast the potential for the profession to continue contributing to 
the evolution of a greater sense of regional identity over time. 
The emerging ‘Asian perspective’ from this and other research mirrored a similar emerging perspective on how public 
relations practice might differ in central and Eastern Europe, in joint research by Sriramesh and Dejan Verčič (Sriramesh 
and Verčič, 2001). Verčič, a Slovenian academic, and the Indian-born Sriramesh brought together Asian and 
central/eastern European research perspectives for the first time, seeking to provide the outlines of a more globally 
inclusive framework for future PR research.   
 Verčič had previously collaborated with James and Larissa Grunig (Verčič, Grunig and Grunig, 1996) to suggest ‘global 
and specific principles of public relations’ based on the Slovenian experience. Verčič continued to make contributions to 
the field in subsequent years (see, for example, Verčič, 2000), making him - along with Grunig and Sriramesh - one of the 
most active and influential of a very small band of academics who have consistently worked in the field of ‘international’ 
public relations studies over the past two decades. Sriramesh and Verčič (2003 & 2009) have continued to collaborate 
more recently, notably as editors of another seminal work in the field, The Global Public Relations Handbook – Theory, 
Research and Practice, seeking to summarise both their own body of work and the ‘intercultural’ work of others.  
One of the most significant overall conclusions drawn by Sriramesh, as noted earlier, is that despite all of the careful 
mapping out of environmental variables (such as political ideology, economic systems, levels of community activism, 
culture, prevailing media systems, and others) that he and other scholars have undertaken, there remains little empirical 
evidence at hand on the linkage between such environmental variables and public relations practice in most parts of the 
world. The links, he concedes, can still only be made “conceptually” or based on limited available anecdotal evidence 
(Sriramesh, 2004; p 3). Nevertheless, it can be said that the five environmental variables identified by Verčič, Grunig and 
Grunig (1996), and endorsed more recently by Sriramesh, have at least provided some tangible dimensions upon which 
to base further consideration of similarities and differences in professional practice in different locations. The five 
variables - political ideology, economic system (including its level of development), level of activism, culture, and media 
system - remain noteworthy to this day, and are subject to discussion in this project. They are outlined more fully in 
Chapter Two. 
As yet, little has emerged to date outside of Europe and Asia to shed substantial light on distinctive characteristics or 
parallels between other countries and regions and the ‘western’ model. While a small amount of literature has emerged 
from other locations (see below), it has not produced much in the way of distinctive insight. Two of the small number of 
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research papers outside of the European and Asian contexts which have sought to more directly address ways in which 
western approaches  to public relations may be open to challenge elsewhere are a South African paper which strongly 
questions the appropriateness and relevance  of the ‘symmetrical and asymmetrical’ public relations models 
propounded by Grunig in the South African context (Holtzhausen, Peterson and Tindall, 2003), given the long-standing 
and pronounced lack of social symmetry in the multi-racial South African environment, and a New Zealand paper which 
argues, from that country’s  perspective, that the single-minded drive to develop a comprehensive, all-encompassing 
body of theory of public relations has tended to render invisible any (inconvenient?) differences in public relations 
practice based on culture, regional location and other variables(Motion and Leitch, 2001). 
In fairness to James Grunig, after developing his ‘four models’ analysis (press agentry/publicist, public information, 
assymetrical one-way and symmetrical two-way) of public relations practice in the 1980s, Grunig did seek to test its 
relevance outside of the US when he worked with associates in other countries to compare the situations to be found in 
India, Greece and Taiwan (Grunig, Grunig, Sriramesh, Huang and Lyra, 1995). This work led to Grunig and his co-authors 
substantially validating the four models on a wider basis, though with a proposal that two further models be added to 
the original four: a ‘personal influence’ model (Gao Guanxi), heavily influenced by observations made in Asia, in which a 
key priority is often to develop contacts with important decision-makers (much like the concept of lobbying which has 
evolved in the US), and the ‘cultural interpreter’ model, in which a primary role of the practitioner is to interpret local 
cultural practices for multinational employers.  
Other non-American, non-European studies have been performed by researchers in countries including China (Chen and 
Culbertson, 1992), Thailand (Ekachai and Komolsevin, 1996), Japan (Cooper-Chen and Kaneshige, 1996), the Middle East 
(Alanazi, 1996), South and Central America (Sharpe and Simoes, 1996) South Korea (Kim and Hon, 1998), and Malaysia 
(Taylor and Kent, 1999), with most pointing to certain ways in which the models identified by Grunig in the US might co-
exist to varying extents with distinctive local models in these countries.  These studies were pursued using a wide range 
of methods, sample sizes and study parameters, making them somewhat difficult to assess in relation to the current 
study; however, it is noteworthy that a general observation commonly made in most of these - for example, see Taylor 
and Kent (1999) - is that extreme deference to authority and hierarchy may be such a fundamental cultural value in 
many non-Anglo locations that Grunig’s concept of communication ‘symmetry’ may prove to be be an impractical one in 
these places.  At least one respondent in the current study, from Vietnam (see comments by Thuy Nguyen, Chapter 
Five), echoes such a concern. 
It might be speculated that some of the reported divergence between Grunig’s models and actual local practice might 
be, at least in part, a matter of semantics, given the fact that people in different cultures can sometimes describe similar 
phenomena in quite different ways: in other words, differing styles and protocols in communication do not necessarily 
change its underlying purpose.  Nevertheless, whatever position one may take on the depth and substance of claimed 
‘differences’ between western and Asian professional communication approaches, the body of work which has emerged 
from the 1990s onwards - in the context of rapid globalisation of many public and private sector endeavours - has clearly 
fueled enough ongoing debate, interest and unanswered questions in this field to leave room for deeper research to be 
pursued. 
There seems disappointingly little consensus about what can be concluded as yet about the precise impact of commonly 
observed environmental  variables upon the work and outlooks of practitioners across the region, but at the very least 
the seminal and tentative studies undertaken to date have laid groundwork for further and more definitive inquiries to 
be undertaken  - including closer inquiry into the worldviews and experiences of communication practitioners 
themselves, in a diverse variety of settings - and perhaps closer examination of the potential to place public relations 
research into broader social, economic, political and other disciplinary contexts which might bring deeper levels of 
enlightenment. 
92 
 
One of the works drawn upon most heavily to inform the present study is the ground-breaking anthology on PR practice 
in Asia edited by Sriramesh (2004), bringing together a thoughtful collection of country-by-country status reviews, in 
most cases summarising research published previously. Several of these are described elsewhere in this report (for 
example, for Thailand, see Ekachai and Komolsevin, 1996; for the Philippines, Sarabia-Panol and Lorenzo-Molo, 2004, 
and for Indonesia, Ananto, 2004).  The Sriramesh anthology remains, to date, the only book to undertake this task for 
scholars of Asian public relations (although a new anthology of public relations practice in Asia is known to be imminent 
at the time of writing - see Watson, 2014). The Sriramesh anthology is described more comprehensively in Chapter 
Two.The strength of Sriramesh’s work lies in the broad range of country reviews brought together in one volume for the 
first time, stretching all the way to the Middle East, constituting the first attempt to outline key environmental 
differences in public relations practice in a wide range of Asian locations in a directly comparable manner. 
Unfortunately, however, many of the country chapters by local academics take a broadly descriptive and anecdotal 
approach rather than a rigorously analytical or critical one, and do not all scrupulously follow the structural guidelines 
Sriramesh sought to provide - a fact of which Sriramesh appears to be aware.  
A greater degree of critical and more broadly analytical inquiry has begun to emerge more recently, however, with 
notable examples being the work of Mohan Dutta and Mahuya Pal (2008) and Magda Pieczka (2002, 2006), which seek 
to place public relations activity into global and critical contexts. Pal and Dutta (2008) have assessed the body of earlier 
scholarship of many others in the public relations field, concluding, in their view, that it is time for postmodernism to be 
acknowledged and embraced in any analysis of the role and functions of public relations, rather than simply taking a 
narrow and instrumentalist ‘functional’ perspective as most have previously done. In Pal and Dutta’s view, consideration 
must go to the role played by public relations practitioners in processes of globalisation as seen by critical theorists who 
question the values, interest and power relationships at play in cross-border activities of all kinds. Power, ideology and 
hegemony, they argue, are also part of the public relations equation. In the context of globalisation, they argue that 
phenomena such as the increasing compression of time and space, global tensions in communicative processes, and 
tensions between the local and the global cannot be overlooked (p 161).  Magda Pieczka (2002, 2006) has similarly 
sought to place public relations into broader analytical and critical perspectives and to deconstruct the profession’s view 
of itself and its expertise. Pieczka in particular challenges the idea of consensus and stability being the natural order in 
human affairs, and the consequent assumption that public relations is necessarily a force for good in building such 
consensus. Both Pieczka (2002, 2006) and Caroline Hodges (2006) have sought to redirect public relations scholarship 
more towards a consideration of occupational cultures of public relations within various settings: for example, the 
existence of a ‘consultancy culture’, or an ‘in-house culture, or an even more specific entities such as a ‘Hill & Knowlton 
(major global PR consultancy) culture’.  In supporting such a perspective, and arguing passionately for a more 
‘anthropological’ approach to PR scholarship, Jacquie L’Etang (2011) notes that so little is known about the values, belief 
systems and rituals of public relations practice that the culture of public relations is nowhere near being understood by 
outsiders. “There is so little flesh on the public relations academic skeleton that we do not even have insights into public 
relations feasts and festivals, either at the organisational level or at the occupational level (such as award ceremonies 
and annual dinners) or interpretations of the symbolic significance of such events” (p 26). However, Hodges, in 
collaboration with Lee Edwards (Edwards and Hodges, 2011), appears optimistic that narrow instrumentalist views of 
public relations are showing signs of being challenged at last, with more research looking in other directions. “The 
increasing prevalence of research taking a different path from the functional, normative approach that has historically 
dominated public relations scholarship suggests something of a socio-cultural ‘turn’ in the field” (p 1).  
Most recently, Nilanjana Bardhan and C Kay Weaver(2011) and their co-collaborators have made a useful contribution 
toward generating a more critical and analytical perspective on the role played by public relations practice by framing it 
within a study of the rapidly globalising early 21st century business environment. As with other recent contributors to 
the encouragement of more ‘multi-paradigmatic’ perspectives, they rely not on extensive original research of their own 
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but on analysis and commentary on earlier work performed by other scholars, ultimately concurring with an observation 
by Shome and Hedge (2002) that public relations must come to be theorised more in terms of its “significant role in the 
social construction of reality” and interrogated in the context of “how power permeates the processes of public 
relations and a global (dis)order where inequality is endemic” (Bardhan and Weaver, 2011; p 2).  They go on to note, 
with evident disapproval, that “the globalisation of the public relations industry is widely acknowledged and yet remains 
under-researched and meagerly theorised” (p 5). With implicit endorsement, they cite the work of Arjun Appadurai 
(1996), who has sought to characterise the key forces of global modernity according to five major cultural flows: 
ethnoscapes (the movement of people in line with global capital flows, political conflicts and other factors); 
technoscapes (the global configurations and distributions of technology linked to political and economic dynamics and 
the availability and cost of labour); financescapes (the high speed and complex configurations and shifts of global 
capital); mediascapes (the distribution of capability to disseminate information around the world); and ideoscapes (the 
ebb and flow of state ideologies and counter-ideologies focused on capturing and holding power). Implicitly, Bardhan 
and Weaver suggest that public relations might itself usefully be analysed in terms of its place within Appadurai’s model 
of global cultural flows - perhaps as an integral part of mediascapes and ideoscapes, if not others as well. 
It is evident that a growing number of scholars are showing an appetite to consider public relations within broader 
cultural, regional and global contexts. However, none of the recent works cited above gives a specific focus to South East 
Asian public relations practice and its relationship to local communities and the global profession, nor gives particular 
emphasis to reporting the experience-based perspectives of local practitioners.  There appears to be considerable room 
for further study to be undertaken in this respect, and the current study seeks to do so. 
Having noted the embryonic stage of public relations research that takes a broadly critical perspective, and having also 
noted the relative paucity of practitioner perspectives out of South East Asia, one might note further that there could be 
value in testing the extent to which public relations practitioners in this region see their work aligning with commonly 
accepted ‘western’ public relations models and approaches.  Whilst mindful of the cautionary words of public relations 
scholar Betteke Van Ruler (2005), who rightly warned of the danger of exaggerated perceptions of a  gulf between public 
relations theory and practice in an aptly titled commentary ‘Professionals are from Venus, Scholars are from Mars’,  the 
present writer would argue it is nevertheless important to ascertain whether the world of public relations theory, as 
taught in our institutions, is something that South East Asian public relations practitioners actually recognise as 
something resembling what they see in their world each day. The current study suggests that in many respects, 
unfortunately, they do not. (More is said on this in Chapter Five.) 
 
3.4 Toward a new ‘global dashboard’ 
Last but not least, it is worth noting that notwithstanding the continuing scarcity of detailed data on Asian and other 
international practitioner perspectives, some useful new concepts are being advanced which may prove helpful in 
consideration of any such data as it emerges over time. In this respect, Holger Sievert and Stefan Porter (2009) have 
contributed a potentially worthwhile concept to consider with their advocacy of the need for a ‘heuristic analytical grid’, 
or stated more simply, a ‘global dashboard’, to help in navigation of international public relations practice.  Sievert and 
Porter’s suggestion relies upon their analysis of existing research undertaken by a range of international public relations 
theorists, particularly from Europe (including Verčič, Van Ruler, and several German authors, including journalistic 
commentators not widely cited outside of Germany), and builds upon earlier commentary by Toni Muzi Falconi (2006), 
who made tentative suggestions along the same lines in a public relations blog post.  As with Pal and Dutta (2008), 
Pieczka (2002, 2006) and a small number of others, Sievert and Porter note the inherent narrowness of public relations’ 
view of itself, as seen by conventional theorists in the Grunig mould: “What is common… is that they primarily or even 
94 
 
exclusively link to and develop the discourse within the field of PR. Whatever economics, law, cultural studies, political 
science, sociology, social psychology, linguistics and even communication theory beyond the range of PR have to say 
about the topic scarcely enters into the picture, if at all” (p 4). In Sievert and Porter’s view, the ideal ‘global dashboard’ 
for public relations practice would need to embrace much wider frames of disciplinary reference.  
Similarly, Michelle Schoenberger-Orgad (2009) has provided food for thought with her description of 21st century public 
relations professionals as ‘cultural mediators’ for those who employ PR services across national boundaries, building on 
earlier commentary by Caroline Hodges (2006), who similarly spoke of PR professionals as ‘cultural intermediaries’. 
(Chapter Two provides further reference to these twin concepts of ‘cultural mediator’ and ‘global dashboard’.) 
Taking account of the limited and fragmentary literature currently at hand, from a variety of locations, and the need 
identified by writers including Sriramesh (2004, 2009), Sievert and Porter (2009), Pal and Dutta (2008), Hodges (2006) 
and others including (at least implicitly) Ahmad and Bidin (2013) to begin extending the body of ‘international’ public 
relations literature more seriously and open-mindedly into more locations, this research project seeks to make a modest 
contribution to that end.  Most of all, it seeks to help address the relative paucity of direct first-hand perspectives to be 
found from South East Asian industry practitioners themselves, including issues extending beyond their immediate 
workplaces.  
The following chapter, Chapter Four, describes how the task has been pursued. 
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“A lot of the time agencies just come up with proposals that don’t have solid research behind them – they are a waste 
of time and money.” 
Interviewee, Ho Chi Minh City 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“We get a lot of push-back now from clients when we try to survey them. They are more protective about their time 
and their customer data.” 
Interviewee, Singapore 
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4.0 Chapter Four: Method 
 
4.1 Context for research design 
As noted earlier, this research project seeks to explore the opinions, experiences and outlooks of public relations and 
corporate communication practitioners across six major countries of South East Asia, on a wide range of matters 
including culture, professional practice issues, media environments, politics, gender, personal experiences, and other 
topics.  
At a broad level, the research aims to reveal how practitioners’ views about themselves in the workplace, the content of 
their work, their operating environments, their values and the publics amongst whom they work compare with those 
broadly understood to be typical amongst practitioners in the western world. In other words, to what extent can the 
characteristics of their working worlds be differentiated from the professional and social worlds of public relations and 
corporate communication practitioners portrayed in public relations literature emanating primarily from North America 
and Europe? 
Given these aims, it was felt that a two-pronged methodological approach was warranted. This is summarised below. 
 
4.2 Research design overview  
To explore this broad territory, it was decided to adopt a dual system of data collection, consisting of: 
(1) A survey questionnaire, administered online, seeking to provide a foundation of general quantitative data, 
across a broad range of topics, and helping to inform a later stage of in-depth interviews /questions using a 
smaller sample of practitioners. 
 
(2) A series of semi-structured in-depth interviews, performed face-to-face, seeking to obtain greater depth, 
richness and qualitative insights from a smaller sample of practitioners, with a more open-ended approach to 
questions. 
 
In addition, it was decided to develop a limited number of professional practice examples or teaching case studies (see 
Appendix I), based on desk research and practitioner anecdotes, to further colour and illuminate points raised by the 
research subjects. 
 
A more detailed outline of these research components is provided below. 
 
 
 
4.3 The study population  
 
The population under study is located within the following parameters: 
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x People currently or until very recently employed in public relations and corporate communication practitioner 
roles in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and/or Vietnam (ie. the six most developed 
economies of the member countries of the Association of South East Asian Nations - ASEAN). 
 
x Practitioners who are members of recognised international professional bodies, and therefore with a likelihood 
of having some knowledge of professional practice issues and environments not just within their own countries 
of residence but others as well. The professional bodies selected for this purpose were the International 
Association of Business Communicators (IABC) (www.iabc.com), based in San Francisco, USA, and the 
International Public Relations Association (IPRA) (www.ipra.com ), based in the United Kingdom. (The IABC has 
local chapters in several countries of the region as well as members-at-large: members not attached to a 
particular chapter, but living and working in the region. IPRA members are not grouped by geographic location 
into local chapters, but can be identified by their location.)  
 
In addition to people identified on the basis of their names being on the membership databases of the IABC or IPRA, the 
researcher supplemented the sample with further practitioners recommended by others. This was partly a matter of 
‘snowballing’ or ‘referrals’ from relevant PRCC professionals but also a matter of adding names suggested by personal 
contacts who were not themselves active participants in the research or part of the research population, but who 
nevertheless made helpful suggestions about others who might be approached.  
 
Through the above means, participants were purposively identified as individuals likely to have sufficient professional 
knowledge, experience and breadth of perspective to make a worthwhile contribution to the study. 
 
4.4 Sample - Online survey questionnaire 
A questionnaire was distributed to one hundred public relations and corporate communication practitioners across 
South East Asia, between November 2010 and January 2011. These participants were purposively identified, primarily 
from the currently available membership lists of the International Public Relations Association (IPRA) and the 
International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) in the six countries under study. As a member of both 
associations, these membership lists were available to the author, by a combination of printed membership guide (in the 
case of IPRA) and online database (for both IPRA and IABC). 
A small number of questionnaires was further distributed to individuals who had become known to the author through 
other means, primarily on the recommendation of industry associates as practitioners in relevant locations who were 
likely to have strong local or regional knowledge and experience.  
All participants in the online questionnaire were contacted by email, and upon their agreement to participate they were 
then supplied with a link to the online questionnaire, which had been uploaded to the Survey Monkey online research 
platform, along with the Plain Language Statement outlining the full scope of the project and the context of their 
involvement. The study was granted prior approval from the Deakin University Ethics Committee, meeting all current 
requirements for human research. 
The total of one hundred (100) survey recipients, while a conveniently round figure, happened to be the total number of 
all listed IABC and IPRA members in the region who appeared to fit all the selection criteria, based on the author’s 
reading of current membership lists, along with the additional potential participants recommended to the author. 
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Of the one hundred people approached by email, thirty (30) responded, indicating a response rate of 30 per cent. 
Potential respondents were approached only once, except in the case of those few who responded with a query of some 
kind to the researcher. Of the 30 people who returned the completed questionnaire, a broad spread was evident in 
relation to the representation of: 
x Age and levels of experience 
x Female and male 
x Consultancy and in-house staff 
x Nationals of the six countries under study as well as expatriates working in them. 
Online survey responses were analysed by frequency and percentages using SurveyMonkey computer software. For ease 
of reference, most of the questionnaire responses reported in the Findings (see Part A, Chapter Five) are shown in 
percentage terms,  and include pie charts (and in some cases bar charts where these were considered to provide 
greater information clarity). Percentage conversions were made automatically, also using Survey Monkey data 
conversion software. 
 
 4.4.1 Online survey questions 
Participants were asked to comment on a wide range of propositions put to them, covering the topics of: 
x Culture and professional practice 
x The relevance and appropriateness of American and European PRCC research to their own circumstances 
x The importance of having local country-specific knowledge when practicing PR 
x The universality or otherwise of human nature 
x Social research seeking to classify people from different countries and cultures in different ways, in terms of 
how they communicate and make decisions, and its potential relevance to PRCC practice 
x Values in the participants’ countries of operation, and the extent to which these may differ from western 
countries 
x Personal values and beliefs, and the extent to which these may differ from those of co-workers, employers 
and/or target publics 
x Whether or not participants have experienced conflict between their own values and the goals of their work 
projects 
x Professional work methods and techniques, and the extent to which these may differ from elsewhere, including 
any differences in effectiveness between different locations 
x Professional experience outside participants’ own countries of origin 
x The extent to which politics intrude upon professional decision-making 
x Differences in attitudes between women and men 
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x Communication technology access and habits in different countries 
x Local media environments and 
x The relative importance of social context in communication within different cultures 
Respondents were also asked questions about their own personal attributes, including gender, age, and educational 
background. 
The survey questions are set out in full in Appendix III. 
 
4.5 Profiles of questionnaire respondents 
While it is not possible to identify all responses fully by country of origin (the survey did not require respondents to do 
this), many chose to self-identify on this basis. The greatest number of identifiable responses came from:  
Singapore (7);  
Vietnam (7); and  
Indonesia (5)  
The lowest number of identifiable responses came from: 
 The Philippines (1); 
 Malaysia (2); and  
Thailand (3).  
Some account was made of this unevenness across the six nations with an effort made to balance it at the qualitative 
interview stage and in the selection of relevant professional practice examples (teaching case studies) from lower 
response-rate countries (see Appendix I, Professional Practice Examples). 
The remainder of respondents nominated their place of current location as being more than one country and in some 
cases several countries of the region.   
It should be noted that three people chose not to respond to the question about their main country of operation; one 
person nominated only ‘South East Asia’; and one person indicated a home base shared between Australia and India. 
Several respondents - notably from Singapore but from Thailand and Malaysia as well - indicated that their work 
responsibilities took them throughout the region and in some cases beyond. Appendix III provides a full breakdown. 
It is worth noting that respondents frequently reported their time and attention were spread across a number of 
countries, including the lower response-rate countries. This is one of the reasons that their responses - both for the 
questionnaire and in the later interviews - have not been reported strictly on a country-by-country basis in this report, 
given that this might misleadingly imply that the responses pertain only to the country in which the individual happened 
to be interviewed. 
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At the in-depth interview stage, all six countries were equally well represented, with the author seeking to obtain a 
minimum of 2-3 interviewees from each country. One Singapore interviewee is originally from the Philippines. This is 
explained further under the heading ‘Depth Interviews’, below. 
The countries of origin reported by respondents were diverse, with countries across Asia well represented along with a 
number of Western nations. (Appendix III provides a full breakdown of responses.) More than 86 per cent reported that 
they had working experience outside their own country of origin.  
Sixty-nine (69) per cent of respondents reported that they worked in consultancy - which suggests the likelihood of a 
wide range of projects and types of organisations to which they will have had exposure.  Just over 27 per cent reported 
working in an in-house corporate role, and the remaining 3.4 per cent reported working in-house for an NGO. 
When asked to describe their position, a diversity of responses was given, including: President, Chairman, Vice-President 
corporate communications, Communications and investor relations, internal communication, owner/operator, Business 
trainer, and Project manager. The full list is provided in Appendix III. 
In terms of years of professional experience, once again a wide spread was reported, as follows: 
4- 10 years’ experience - 31 per cent;  
11-20 years’ experience -17.2 per cent;  
21-30 years’ experience -37.9 per cent;   
30+ years’ experience - 6.9 per cent. 
Overall, then, this can be seen as a highly experienced group of practitioners.   Appendix III provides further detail on 
this aspect.  
On the whole, respondents can be seen as highly educated, especially within the context of a region with a large number 
of developing economies. More than half (55.2 per cent) reported having a Bachelor’s degree as their highest formal 
qualification. More than a third (34.5) reported having a Master’s degree. One respondent reported having a doctorate. 
Leaving aside the actual responses and findings, and how these might be interpreted, it is worth noting that to obtain a 
sample of such experience and seniority has typically been difficult in public relations research due to reasons including 
work pressures in the profession, reluctance to be forthcoming on commercial or diplomatic grounds, and sometimes 
simply a disinclination to participation in academic research. Bearing such factors in mind, the number of responses and 
the inclusion of so many individuals with significant and diverse professional experience proved to be one of the more 
satisfying aspects of the research project. 
 
4.6 Sample - Interviews 
A series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews was conducted across all six nations. There were 14 of these in total, 
with some interviewees reporting their professional responsibilities extended across two or more countries of the 
region. 
Participants in the interview stage were purposively identified, being people known to (or otherwise recommended to) 
the author as experienced and successful practitioners within their country (or countries) of operation. Some were 
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personally known to the author through his current or previous professional duties, although none could be described 
primarily as friends; some were identified on the basis of personal correspondence which had developed at the online 
questionnaire stage, and therefore ultimately sourced primarily from IABC and IPRA membership listings, as described 
earlier. In one instance an interviewee was an academic colleague, a long-term practitioner having recently made a 
career move from practitioner to academic. They were each provided with the project’s Plain Language Statement and 
Consent form. 
The researcher travelled to the work location of each interviewee, in each country. Interviews were conducted in most 
cases in the workplace of the practitioner or in nearby premises such as cafes. One interview was conducted online via 
Skype video link. All interviews were audio recorded with interviewees’ consent and detailed notes were also taken 
during the interviews, partially using shorthand. 
Interviews took between 1 – 2 hours, covering more than 30 topic areas. These included personal reflections about 
practical challenges faced in the workplace; observed differences in technology access and communication habits in 
different locations;  differences between the values of practitioners and those with whom they work; questions about 
personal and professional ethics and values; gender issues; the societal contexts of professional practice; the importance 
of local cultural understandings; the shifting balance between local, regional and global operational considerations; and 
other matters. To the extent possible, interview questions were framed to be open-ended, neutral and free of obvious 
suggestion as to any ‘correct’ answers expected, other than direct factual responses sought about place of birth, age, 
and other demographic information.  
The interviews were transcribed and their qualitative data was analysed according to common themes of opinions 
embedded, using the Grounded Theory Method developed by Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin (1997). 
 
 4.6.1 Depth-Interview questions 
As with the earlier online questionnaire, interview questions sought to cover a wide range of topics, broadly similar to 
those in the questionnaire but seeking more detailed exposition and background. The topics included: 
x Culture and cultural difference as it relates to PRCC practice 
x Understanding of cultural issues in the global, regional and local professions 
x The foundations of interviewees’ professional knowledge 
x Educational backgrounds and their relevance, if any, to the work they now undertake 
x The role and value of professional associations, including their codes of practice 
x Opinions on professional ethics, including personal guiding ethics 
x The relevance of globalisation 
x The most important lessons learned by practitioners in their work 
x The local relevance and value of PR theories developed primarily in Western nations 
x The relevance and value of social research aiming to classify people from different countries and cultures into 
different categories in their communication and decision-making approaches 
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x The importance of politics to the professional work of interviewees 
x The extent to which different strategies and tactics in PRCC may work better in some places than others 
x Personal values and their impact on the work which has been requested by employers or clients 
x The impact of gender issues 
x Relative access to communication technologies in different locations 
x Changes in society and communication behaviours in recent years, and how these may impact professional work 
x Local media environments and 
x The relative importance of context in different cultures 
The questions are set out in full in Appendix III. 
 
4.7 Professional practice examples (Teaching case studies) 
To supplement the survey data and interview findings, and provide further illustration and clarification on some of the 
key points made, the researcher compiled a small number of specific professional practice examples, based on 
information derived from interviewees and other sources. As these brief ‘stories’ do not conform fully to academic prose 
and referencing style, they are set out in Appendix 1, separate from the main body of the report. However, these may 
serve as useful teaching case studies in undergraduate and professional training settings.  
(The research design for this project had originally provided for limited focus group discussions. The researcher had 
hoped to stage one or more focus groups at a relevant international or regional industry conference, but the demands of 
full-time work during most of his PhD candidacy did not allow the author an opportunity to schedule them. Focus groups 
would have sought to provide further richness and depth to the information gathered using the questionnaire and 
interviews, and a level of triangulation to the data collection. In their absence, the author felt that a small set of 
professional practice examples may serve some of the same purpose.) 
 
4.8 Broader contextual research 
In addition to the original research conducted for this project, the author undertook further contextual background 
research, as set out in Chapters Two and Three of this report, in an effort to draw together salient information 
previously published by others, with particular reference to the relevant countries, in an endeavour to locate the 
questionnaire, interview and professional practice examples within a broader multi-disciplinary context. 
A range of broader theoretical frameworks were also explored, and offered for the consideration of readers. This is set 
out in Chapters One and Two, and partially revisited in the conclusions in Chapter Six. 
The author sought to go beyond the confines of a conventional review of previous cross-cultural public relations 
literature (though this is provided in Chapter Three), to encompass literature from a range of disciplines which have not 
commonly been integrated into public relations perspectives.  This includes material drawing on religion, anthropology, 
history, management studies, sociology, cultural and critical studies, philosophy, and other fields (as set out primarily in 
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Chapters One and Two, and in the conclusions of Chapter Six). While no pretence is made that these broader contextual 
factors are pursued in a comprehensive way, it is intended most of all simply to establish their arguable potential 
relevance to students and practitioners of public relations, and the need (in this author’s view) for these inter-
relationships to be pursued more assiduously in future research so that the public relations discipline may avoid any risk 
of becoming quarantined in an isolated disciplinary ‘ghetto’ of its own making. 
 
4.9 Toward synthesis 
By combining the questionnaire, interviews, inter-cultural public relations literature review and broader contextual 
background research in this way, the author is seeking to help fill gaps in the literature at three levels:  
(a) an absence of detailed knowledge of practitioners’ personal outlooks and perspectives, both in general terms 
and especially in South East Asian operating environments;  
(b) a paucity of public relations research seeking to address issues which may extend beyond the workplace itself; 
and 
(c) gaps in understanding of the extent to which public relations theory and practice might usefully be linked to the 
theory and practice of other social science academic disciplines more broadly recognised across the globe. 
 
4.10 Limitations of the sample 
The research has limitations related to the fact that it draws almost entirely on the membership of two major 
professional associations with an international outlook.  It may reasonably be inferred that people who choose to join 
such associations are likely to be more internationally-minded than many practitioners who do not, and that this 
arguably could have some bearing on the pattern of responses, making them not fully typical of all practitioners across 
the region.  
Similarly, it might also reasonably be assumed that members of internationally-based associations may have a higher 
than average level of proficiency in the English language, which (perhaps in some countries of the region more than 
others) may also make them not necessarily typical of the local profession as a whole. 
It should be noted that even amongst the small number of questionnaire respondents and interviewees who were not 
drawn from either IPRA or IABC member databases, individuals were brought to the attention of this author either by 
personal professional contact or through the recommendation of industry practitioners known to the author. This 
means that even this somewhat broader network is related, one way or another, to English-speaking practitioners with 
international connections and outlooks.  
The above factors need to be borne in mind in considering the findings. It might reasonably be speculated that if a 
broader cross-section of practitioners could have been located, including those who might best be interviewed in their 
own native language rather than in English, it might have revealed a higher level of parochial outlook or perhaps a lower 
awareness of comparative practice issues within and between different nations.  
In a related linguistic aspect, the fact that all of the research has been conducted in English, including the author’s 
broader contextual research and literature review, may mean that the full richness that could be revealed by a 
multilingual research study, drawing on past research, commentary and outlooks likely to be available in some other 
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regional languages, will have eluded this writer. To the extent possible, the researcher has sought to compensate for this 
by making particular note of any respondent comments which highlight linguistic considerations and the concerns of 
non-English speaking populations, and to ensure that these observations are fully reported (once again, in English, with 
whatever limitations this may entail). 
It is notable that in-house government practitioners are not included in the survey sample, although most of the 
interviewees working in consultancy indicate some experience with government clients. 
Finally, there is some unevenness in the distribution of survey respondents, with a greater proportion coming from 
some countries (notably Singapore, Vietnam and Indonesia) than others (notably the Philippines and Malaysia). Some 
account of this has been taken in the selection of the Professional Practice Examples that are provided in Appendix 1, 
with an effort made to ensure broad representation there. Interviewees were evenly sampled across all six countries. 
The smallness of the sample size, especially in regard to the qualitative interviews on a country-by-country basis, is 
particularly noteworthy. No suggestion is made that these interviews can form a truly representative sample of all 
practitioners for any of the individual countries. 
Having discussed the methods used in the study in this chapter, the next chapter will examine the findings of the study. 
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“I think two-way communication works well when both sides have good access to information. But if one side does 
not have adequate background or resources you can’t have effective dialogue.” 
 
Interviewee, Ho Chi Minh City 
 
 
 
 
 
“I think that cultural sensitivity is important, but having said that I would caution against making too much of it. The 
fundamentals of persuasion are the same, whether you are in New York, Timbuktu or Yogyakarta. There are cultural 
traits that make people more or less prone to certain types of communication – but that’s about it.” 
Interviewee, Jakarta 
 
 
 
 
“People are more sensitive now, especially in urban areas. I see changing behaviour and attitudes in many ways – 
there is movement out there.” 
 
Interviewee, Kuala Lumpur
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5.0 Chapter Five: Findings 
 
The previous chapter set out the research methods used in the conduct of this research project.  As explained more fully 
in that chapter, practitioner opinions were sampled through two methods: (1) A survey questionnaire, administered 
online; and (2) In-depth, semi-structured interviews, conducted face-to-face. 
Findings of the survey questionnaire were used to help inform subsequent interviews, conducted using a smaller sample 
of practitioners, seeking to explore issues raised by the survey in greater depth and in a more open-ended manner. This 
chapter summarises the results obtained via these two data collection methods. 
 
5.01 Findings Overview 
In broad terms, the survey and interview findings demonstrate that practitioners show interest in and concern about a 
wide range of issues, including, not surprisingly, the organisations and workplaces in which they each spend most of 
their working time, but by no means confined exclusively to these. Other notable common concerns elucidated at length 
on the pages below include matters relating to competing cultural values, anxieties over rapidly increasing pace of life 
and competitive pressures, complexities arising from religious and subtle linguistic influences that may be under-
reported in most public relations literature, an appreciation of the importance of varying infrastructure levels across 
different parts of the region and the potential impacts these may have on the reliability of communication channels, 
dissonance between personal values and the values of those amongst whom practitioners must work, motivation and 
work satisfaction and how these may be found by practitioners, and concerns about political power of various kinds and 
how it may impact on careers, including, at the extreme, even a fear of dying in the line of duty. Many of these 
apparently significant matters that may weigh on the minds of practitioners in South East Asia, as found in the current 
sample, have attracted little if any recognition in existing international public relations literature. Therefore, they are yet 
to be satisfactorily accommodated within existing public relations theoretical frameworks. It is noteworthy that of those 
practitioners who expressed strong views on professional development issues relating to formal education and the role 
of professional associations, few exhibited enthusiasm for how they and their emerging peers are currently being 
served. Last but not least, implicit in the comments of most interviewees is a recognition that the role which can be 
played by public relations practitioners as cultural mediators or cultural intermediaries, in the terms offered respectively 
by Schoenenberger-Orgad (2009) and Hodges (2006), is one which might begin to receive greater universal recognition. 
The full survey findings are reported below, from pages 106 - 129. 
The in-depth interview findings are reported from pages 129 -296. 
 
5.1 Survey findings 
The survey questions posed to participants can be grouped under seven broad topics and themes: 
5.1.1 Culture: The big picture 
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5.1.2 The local and the personal 
5.1.3 Theory  and practice: Strategies, tool and tactics 
5.1.4 Power, politics and professionalism 
5.1.5 Technology access and communication habits 
5.1.6 The media landscape 
5.1.7 Knowledge gaps 
Participant responses to the survey questions are set out below, under each of these headings, forming the dominant 
themes of opinions that were embedded in the data. 
 
5.1.1  Culture: The big picture 
This section examined practitioner views, at a broad level, about the extent to which local or regional culture was felt to 
be a significant factor in determining appropriate public relations approaches. The thirty (30) PRCC practitioners who 
responded to the anonymous survey questionnaire indicated clear unanimity on one question, some broad consensus 
on certain others, and widely varied opinions on the remainder. The one area of unanimity was revealed to be in regard 
to the first question, below. 
 
5.1.1.1 Impact of cultural difference on public relations practice 
In this researcher’s view, one of the most fundamental questions to ask such a widely varied group of practitioners, at 
the outset, was whether or not they think that culture – and cultural difference – can be an important consideration 
when developing PR and other communication programs in the locations in which they work. With this in mind, the first 
question asked of online respondents (Question 1) was:  “Do you believe culture – and cultural difference – can be an 
important consideration when developing PR and other communication programs in the country you work in? Why or 
why not?”  
The findings were stark:  All respondents – 100 per cent – answered yes.  Respondents were invited to briefly explain 
their answer. In the absence of any ‘why nots’, 26 out of the 30 respondents chose to elaborate on their affirmative 
answer to this open-ended part of the question – more than the total number who did so with any other question that 
invited elaboration. 
Many of the comments were broadly similar, with one of the more clearly articulated being that “it’s imperative to 
ensure that any communications platform or strategy leverages local insights, cultural difference and nuance. If not, the 
program will have no local interest or traction.” Another survey respondent made the point in different terms: 
“Communications (sic) is fundamentally about thinking and reasoning and synthesising ideas and opinions – all 
territories where the slightest difference in culture can make a big difference.”  In the words of another: “Culture is 
deeply embedded in (sub) consciousness. Ignoring or denying its existence may seriously diminish the desired effect of 
PR and other communication programs.”  Perhaps the most succinct of observations on the matter was the following: 
“Globalisation unites different markets, but does not unite individual thoughts, cultures.”  
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One respondent gave a simple example of how small details can matter, alluding to the historically close relationship 
between China and Vietnam – a long-standing one, but not always without a level of resentment from the Vietnamese 
side over perceptions of Chinese cultural domination at times in its history: “Accor [an international hotel group] wanted 
to use a panda bear image on its hotel ads in Vietnam. Hmm… Chinese symbols for Vietnam market – not a good idea. 
Culture is always a consideration, even in wording, not just obvious things like imagery.”  
But not all respondents believed that awareness of cultural factors – while important – necessarily meant that any 
communication program or campaign needed to change fundamentally between one location and another. As one put 
it: “Yes (culture matters), but only to the degree that communicators must be aware of social, political and cultural 
nuances in the markets where they work. But I still believe that fundamentally good communication, based on good 
ideas and strategy, works across borders.” Another respondent made the point in similar terms: “There are some 
differences but at heart the fundamentals remain the same. People remain people with the same hot buttons once you 
get beneath the veneer of cultural differences.”  
It seems clear from the opening comments of survey respondents that unanimous agreement can be found for the 
proposition that cultural difference IS a factor to consider in public relations practice, though in the views of some, this is 
often in ways that can be subtle and not readily discernable to outsiders. Respondents overall, suggested there may also 
be a level of difficulty in determining which manifestations of local culture can be significant for public relations activity 
and which are not. 
 
5.1.1.2 Validity of American and European experiences in South East Asia 
Looking beyond culture and professional communication practice in general, the online survey took respondents to the 
more specific matter of internationally distributed PR research, which tends to be based on practices, attitudes and case 
studies from North America and Europe - and whether this affects its validity for use in decision making about 
appropriate practice in the countries of ASEAN.  
Respondents were asked: “Most currently available PR research is based on practices, attitudes and case studies from 
North America and Europe. In your own experience, are American and European practices and experiences valid to use in 
decision making about what will be appropriate practice in your country or region? Why or why not?”  (Question 2) 
A striking 76.7 per cent of respondents (or 23 of a total of 30) were willing to venture only as far as to say “sometimes”. 
A sizeable 10 per cent saw them as not valid at all, while 13.3 per cent (four) saw American and European practices and 
experiences as being valid at all times.  This is displayed in Figure 1, over page. 
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Validity of American and European practices 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
While many viewed American and European perspectives and case studies as useful to an extent, some tended to 
believe factors such as stages of economic development, political systems and local cultures imposed significant 
limitations on their applicability in their own locations. Some felt that the greatest value of ‘western’ practice and case 
studies was purely as a starting point. For example, one survey respondent volunteered that “what non-Asian case 
studies can often help (with) is the tactical activities and at times strategic examples for (a) particular campaign. 
Attitudes might not be so useful at (first) glance but it gives a baseline or comparison format, upon which we can draw 
conclusion and spark ideas…” Another made a similar point: “If based on sound strategic insights about 
consumer/customer needs, there is always something to learn from US/European cases; however, they only provide 
initial insight to the client’s challenges. The critical next step is to do the research on the specific country’s receptiveness 
to a program, and ensure the learnings are adapted to make an impact on local customers/consumers.” One respondent 
felt that the source of origin did not matter – what was more important was the tools and techniques being used rather 
than the specific findings arising from any of them.  
Other respondents pointed to a view that cultural difference was not the only dimension relevant to the limited 
applicability of foreign case studies – it was also a matter of the business attitudes of clients and others toward issues 
like strategic planning and budgets. In other words, it is also related to the different social, professional and economic 
realities existing in each country at any given time.  In the words of one: “In Asia, the practices emanate out of basic 
human needs, minimum planning, very pragmatic, skinny budgets and hardly any post-evaluations.” Another made a 
similar complaint that “fundamentals are the same but in Asia, it’s (done) more by instinct and hunches because nobody 
wants to pay for research”.  
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A few were more up-beat about the relevance of Western practice and case studies – depending on the publics and 
market segments to which they are applied: “The developing world still looks to the west for best practices. This is 
particularly true of companies who either have heritage in the developed world, count highly educated upwardly mobile 
consumers as their primary market, or are looking to go global…” One respondent refuted any notion that Western ‘best 
practice’ did not already reflect some awareness of Asian sensibilities: “In fact, much of the thinking of Edelman [PR 
agency] today comes from Asia too. Asia is at the sharp end of many trends that are affecting this global world.”  
 
5.1.1.3 The need for practitioners to have strong local knowledge  
More than 83 per cent of respondents (or 25 of 30) agreed with the proposition (Question 3) that it is important for a 
practitioner to have close knowledge of his/her country of operation.  
A wide range of responses was found on the contrasting proposition that “human nature is largely universal”, and that 
“local differences in culture, geography, politics, and so on result in only superficial differences between people”.  On a 
scale from one to seven, in which one meant to totally agree with that proposition and seven meant to totally disagree, 
the largest number of responses went to five (somewhat disagree) and six (mostly disagree), at 30.8 per cent (nine of 
30)  and 26.9 per cent (eight of 30)  respectively. In other words, more than 57 per cent (17 of 30) tended to the view 
that differences exist and that they can be more than just superficial.  This is shown in Figure 2, over page. 
 
PIE CHART OVER PAGE… 
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Importance of local knowledge 
 
 
Figure 2 
 
Models to explain different cultural behaviour 
Respondents were asked (Question 5) if they were aware of the work done by social researchers (most famously Geert 
Hofstede (discussed in  Chapter Two), though he was not mentioned by name in the question) which attempted to apply 
scales and grids to quantify the variables in the way people think and behave in different cultural settings, using such 
measures as deference to authority, individual thinking versus collective thinking, willingness to take risks versus the 
desire to avoid conflict, and so on. Around two thirds of respondents indicated that they had heard of such approaches.  
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One respondent appeared particularly familiar with Hofstede’s work: “Hofstede’s Dimensions (of difference) help, but 
are just one source. Lacking in Hofstede is a dimension that could be called ‘Material vs. Spiritual’. I also have problems 
interpreting/using his ‘Long-term Orientation’ Dimension.” Another respondent noted the potential value of such 
approaches but questioned the likely longevity of that relevance: “Actually, yes and no. We have scales identifying 
different groups, BUT we are in a fast developing country especially in terms of the population’s behaviour as they 
become exposed to new things. So this scale, especially in a long term strategy, needs to be continually modified.” 
 
(PIE CHART BREAKDOWN IS PROVIDED IN APPENDIX III, under Question 5) 
 
5.1.1.4 Geert Hofstede and contemporaries 
In regard to the work of Geert Hofstede (1981 & 2001) and contemporaries such as House et al (2004), of those who 
were familiar with such research more than 83 per cent (25 of 30) said they found it to be useful and relevant.  
 
(PIE CHART BREAKDOWN IS PROVIDED IN APPENDIX III, under Question 6) 
 
Amongst those respondents who had never heard of such analytical approaches, 64.7 per cent indicated they would be 
interested in learning more, yet a substantial minority reported themselves to be either not interested, unsure or simply 
having no opinion. 
 
(PIE CHART BREAKDOWN IS PROVIDED IN APPENDIX III, under Question 7) 
 
Practitioners were given a listing (Question 24) of the five key cultural variables posited by Hofstede  (Chapter Two 
provides an outline of these cultural variables), along with a brief description of each variable for the benefit of those 
who may not be familiar with the categories.  
Asked to nominate which of them, if any, they felt were most significant to consider amongst those publics with whom 
they most frequently  worked, “power distance” was the most popular choice, nominated by just over half (51.7 per 
cent or 15 of 30). Very close behind was “individualism versus collectivism” (48.3 per cent or 14 of 30), and third most 
popular was “long-term versus short-term orientation” (44.8 per cent or 13 of 30). Respondents were permitted to 
nominate as few or as many as they felt to be most significant. This is shown in Figure 3, over page. 
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Significance of Hofstede’s cultural variables 
A researcher on cross-cultural communication, Geert Hofstede, has proposed five major variables between the way people of 
different cultures approach decision making. These are (in no particular order): 
a) Power distance  
(the relative levels of respect for hierarchy and ‘distance’ between decision makers and those who are affected by those 
decisions) 
b) Uncertainty avoidance  
(the level of priority people give to avoiding activities or decisions that will create stress from uncertainty) 
c) Individualism vs collectivism  
(the extent to which people value individual initiative and liberty over collective values and consensus, and vice versa) 
d) Masculinity vs femininity  
(the extent to which a culture appears to give weight to clearly defined and different emotional roles between men and women) 
e) Long term vs short term orientation 
 (the extent to which people focus on the present, or are willing to put aside present gratification to achieve future goals) 
If it is possible for you to do so, what would you rank as the most important one or two of these variables amongst the bulk of 
publics with which you most often work? 
A,  b,  c,  d,  e     (Circle the one or two dimensions that you feel are most influential) 
Or  (f) : Not sure or none of the above are more relevant than others. 
Figure 3
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5.1.1.5 Anthropologist Edward T Hall 
The work of anthropologist Edward T. Hall was introduced to practitioners (Question 25), and each was asked to 
comment on whether they felt Hall’s thoughts on the primacy of context in some cultures was of any particular 
relevance to professional work in their location. More than 93 per cent replied in the affirmative. Less than four per cent 
replied in each of the categories of “no” and “not sure” respectively.  
 
(PIE CHART BREAKDOWN IS PROVIDED IN APPENDIX III, under Question 25) 
 
 
5.1.1.6 Opinions on further identified variables 
Going a step beyond the variables suggested by Hofstede (2001) , House et al (2004),  and Hall (1992), practitioners were 
introduced to three further variables which have also been suggested by some cultural researchers to have particular 
importance in comparing western and non-western societies, namely: (a)PERFORMANCE ORIENTATION (the extent to 
which a society encourages or rewards group members for improving performance or achieving excellence), ( b) 
HUMANE ORIENTATION (the extent to which a society encourages and rewards individuals for being fair, kind, caring 
and so on)and (c) ASSERTIVENESS (the extent to which a society encourages people to confront problems and challenges 
head-on, including in a competitive way, as opposed to the extent to which modesty and gentleness are encouraged). 
Practitioners were asked which of these dimensions, if any, had particular relevance to the communities in which they 
operated. Respondents indicated that all three had some relevance, in the following order: humane orientation (58.6 
per cent); performance orientation (44.8 per cent); and assertiveness (34.5 per cent). Respondents were free to 
nominate more than one, or none at all, as being important. Just over 10 per cent contended that none were especially 
important. This information is displayed in Figure 4, over page. 
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Significance of other suggested cultural dimensions 
 
 
Figure 4 
 
A small number chose to comment further on these responses (Question 26), with remarks including the following: “We 
(are) just in the progress to become a democracy (sic) country, therefore people become very assertive today.”  And: 
“Assertiveness is being frowned upon in Vietnam, particularly when manifested by a lower ranking toward a higher 
ranking person. But the Vietnamese really appreciate kindness… (and) splurge in handing out awards and certificates, 
with lots of pomp.”  
 
 5.1.1.7 Conclusions on cultural modelling 
In conclusion, it can be seen that practitioners claimed a high level of general awareness about the kind of cultural 
variables plotted by researchers including Hofstede (2001), House et al (2004), Hall (1992) and others. Amongst those 
claiming the greatest familiarity, there was a high level of support for the notion that these concepts, and their 
measurement, can have relevance to effective professional communication practice in the region. 
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5.1.2 The local and the personal 
 
This section, briefly overviews survey respondents’ views on the extent to which they believe local values, and their own 
personal values, can impact upon professional practice, particularly when considered in relation to the values which may 
exist amongst others, or in other places. 
 
5.1.2.1 Differences between local and ‘western’ values 
On the specific question of values (Question 8), respondents were asked about the extent to which the values of the 
communities in which they operated were comparable to those of the countries in which ‘Western’ practitioners 
typically operated. On a scale of one to seven, in which one meant values were always the same and seven meant values 
were always completely different, half of all respondents settled in the middle – “sometimes the same and sometimes 
different”, but with a substantial minority (29 per cent or 8 of 30) indicating that they felt local values were “largely 
different”.  A further 8.3 per cent (or 2 of 30) came down on the side of “mostly different”.  
In total then, a striking 87.3 per cent (or 26 of 30) reported that values were either sometimes, largely or mostly 
different – in other words, it might easily be concluded, different enough, and often enough, to be worth taking into 
account in the formulation of PR activities. 
 
5.1.2.2 Conflict with personal values  
Respondents were asked to compare their self-perceived personal values with the values of their target publics and 
other people with whom they work (Question 9).  More than 62 per cent (18 of 30) reported their own values being 
sometimes the same but sometimes different to these other parties. A substantial 17.2 per cent (or five of 30) reported 
their values as being largely identical, while 13.8 percent (or 4 of 30) saw their own values as being largely different. 
When asked whether or not their own values aligned with those of their clients or employers (Question 10), an identical 
picture emerged: more than 62 per cent (or 18 of 30) said they were sometimes the same and sometimes different; 17.2 
per cent (or 5 of 30) said largely the same; and 13.8 per cent (or four of 30) said largely different.  
More broadly, leaving aside employers or clients, a striking 58.6 per cent of respondents (or 17 of 30) reported that they 
found their own values “sometimes the same and sometimes different” to people with whom they directly worked, with 
more than 20 per cent (or 6 of 30) reporting they could be “quite different”.  
Asked whether they found it difficult to work with individuals or groups having attitudes and values very different to 
their own (Question 12), more than 85 per cent (or 25 of 30) conceded that it was “sometimes difficult”, and more than 
10 per cent (or 3 of 30) felt it was “often difficult”.  
Asked if they had ever seen the need to question a campaign or program for reasons associated with their own values 
(Question 15), 37.9 per cent (or 11 of 30) responded that they had done so occasionally; 31 per cent (or 9 of 30) said 
they had done so, but rarely; and 17.2 per cent (or 5 of 30) said they had done so often. In total, this means more than 
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86 per cent acknowledged having felt the need to question the values associated with what they had been asked to do, 
at one time or another. These findings are displayed in Figure 5, below. 
 
Questioning goals and objectives due to personal values 
 
Figure 5 
 
 
5.1.2.3 Values and attitudes of target publics 
In a related vein, when asked if respondents had ever felt reason to question the objectives of a campaign or program 
because of the values or attitudes of the relevant target public (Question 16), almost 70 per cent (or 21 of 30) said that 
they had, while 31 per cent (or nine of 30) reported that they had not.  This is shown in Figure 6, over page. 
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Questioning attitudes and values of target publics 
Figure 6  
 
 
The 70 per cent (or 21 of 30) respondents who answered yes to the question about encountering differences of outlook 
over program objectives or with its target publics, were then asked what they had done about it (Question 17). More 
than 80 per cent (or 24 of 30) reported having explained their concerns to their employer or client and seeking to make 
changes. Only 3.8 per cent (or one of 30) had declined entirely to do the work. The same number reported having done 
the work but quietly making some changes to what had been requested.  This is shown in Figure 7, over page. 
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Personal responses to matters of concern 
 
Figure 7 
5.1.2.4 Conclusions on value conflicts 
It appreared that the incidence of situations in which practitioners felt some dissonance between their own attitudes 
and values and those of the people for whom they work or to whom they are targeting their efforts, was fairly high. On 
the other hand, only a small proportion suggested feeling that this is an insurmountable impediment to finding an 
acceptable way to take the work forward. 
 
5.1.3  Theory versus Practice: Strategies, tools and techniques 
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This section reports on the findings from the parts of the survey that explored the extent to which practitioners felt 
there was a need to vary professional methods and techniques according to location within the region. 
5.1.3.1 Different places – same techniques? 
Practitioners were asked (Question 14): “Are there particular methods and techniques which tend to work more 
effectively in the country you work in, for PR practitioners, than they may do in many other locations?”  An 
overwhelming 82.8 per cent (or 25 of 30) reported that they found this to be the case. Interestingly, all of the remainder 
(17.2 per cent or 5 of 30) were unsure, with none expressing outright disagreement. This is shown in Figure 8, below. 
 
Differing effectiveness of methods and techniques in different locations 
 
Figure 8 
Once more, this indicates strong affirmation from respondents that not only are local environmental differences real 
and do matter, but also that such differences must be factored into any assessment of the likely effectiveness of 
different methods and techniques in strategic communication. (The matter was therefore explored further at the 
interview stage – see Section 5.2 of this chapter.) 
 
5.1.3.2 Conclusions on varying local effectiveness 
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In summary, there was strong support for the proposition that differences between local environments can create a 
need for varied strategic approaches in different locations. 
 
5.1.4  Power, politics and professionalism 
 
The survey respondents considered the extent to which issues concerning power, politics and gender intrude on their 
ability to perform their work and advance their careers. Responses in these areas are detailed as follows: 
 
5.1.4.1 Intrusion of politics 
Asked whether political sensitivities were ever a major factor for them in deciding what work to take on (Question 18), 
more than 62 per cent (or 18 of 30) reported that it was sometimes the case, and more than 17 per cent (or 5 of 30) that 
it was often so. Almost 14 per cent (or 4 of 30) said it was never the case, while only 3.4 per cent (or 1 of 30) considered 
it as always a factor to consider.  This is shown in Figure 9, below. 
 
Impact of political sensitivities on work choices  
 
Figure 9 
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Of those reporting political sensitivities as being a factor on any occasion, the most commonly stated reason was fear of 
offending authorities (54.2 per cent or 16 of 30)); fear of losing business came second (41.7 per cent or 12 of 30); and 
personal displeasure or disagreement was the third most commonly stated reason (33.3 per cent or 10 of 30). 
Respondents were permitted to give more than one reason, and many chose to do so. This is shown in Figure 10, below. 
 
 
Factors relevant to project choice and project avoidance 
 
 
 
Figure 10 
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These results tend to confirm the suggestion often raised anecdotally in the profession that the potential consequences 
of political involvement, whether positive or negative, tend to be weighed up by practitioners much more carefully in 
South East Asian settings than they do in the West. (This matter was explored in greater depth in the later interview 
stage.) 
 
5.1.4.2 Gender differences 
In view of the common contention that gender can be a major demarcation line in purportedly patriarchal Asian 
settings, respondents were asked (Question 20) whether they felt differences in attitudes between men and women 
were ever an important consideration in undertaking PR campaigns and programs.  More than half reported that in their 
experience this was sometimes the case. More than 27 per cent (or 8 of 30) reported that it was often the case; while 
17.2 per cent (or 5 of 30) acknowledged differences but reported them to be not relevant to their work in any way.  This 
is shown in Figure 11, below. 
 
 
Differences between women and men 
 
Figure 11 
124 
 
 
 
 
 
5.1.4.3 Conclusions on gender 
While clearly indicating that male-female differences  are widely seen as a significant consideration in the profession, 
the nature of those differences, their precise dimensions, and what actual significance they have was not revealed in this 
stage of the research. An effort was made to draw out interviewees more fully on the dimensions of male-female 
difference as they affect practitioners, during the depth interview stage. 
The same might be said in regard to issues of power, politics and authority: interviewees acknowledged that these were 
a major influence upon them, though without revealing why this may be so, leaving it open for subsequent interviews to 
explore the dimensions of this in more depth. 
 
 
5.1.5 Technology access and communication habits 
The views of survey respondents were explored in regard to the extent to which varying levels of access to 
communication technologies, and variations in local communication habits and preferences, may impact upon the 
effectiveness and appropriateness of particular communication approaches. 
5.1.5.1 Differences in access and habits 
Bearing in mind the wide differences from country to country in access to communication technologies, as well as 
differences in local communication habits, practitioners were asked (Question 21) how relevant such factors were to 
decisions they made about PR strategies and tactics.  
Nearly 70 per cent (or 21 of 30) reported these factors as being very relevant, and a major factor in their decision-
making. More than 30 per cent (or 9 of 30) saw them as sometimes relevant. Not a single respondent saw these factors 
as being never relevant, in the context of their own country. This is shown in Figure 12, over page. 
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Differences in access to technologies and differences in communication habits 
 
 
Figure 12 
 
5.1.5.2 Conclusions on local access and habits 
The findings suggest that some importance must be attached to varying levels of communication infrastructure 
development in different locations (from the subsequent interviews, this seems particularly relevant in regard to mobile 
telephone network access and television access), as well as the less-technology dependent fact that particular 
communities may simply have differently evolved preferences as to how they share information, how they come to be 
influenced, and how those who are active communicators seek to make their influence felt. 
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5.1.6  The media landscape 
 
Under the theme of media landscapes, survey respondents expressed views about the distinctiveness or otherwise of 
local media environments and what significance, if any, this had on their work. 
5.1.6.1 Differences in media environment 
There was broad agreement that the media environment in the country (or countries) that South East Asian 
practitioners work in was often different to that in many western countries, with more than 72 per cent (or 21 of 30) 
giving unqualified agreement that this was so (Question 22). Close to 28 per cent (or eight of 30) reported it as being 
different in certain respects only. No one agreed with the proposition that the media environment was never different. 
Once more, these finding strongly suggest that media relations strategies – as with other aspects of PR, may not be 
automatically transferable into and out of the region. 
When asked about what particular factors were most different (Question 23), an overwhelming 84 per cent (or 25 of 30) 
nominated government control of the media as the most significant. The next most important reason nominated – at 64 
per cent or 19 of 30– related to different cultural standards in regard to content selection. Forty-eight (48) per cent (or 
14 of 30) nominated the law; and an equal number nominated the types of media that were available to the general 
public, as well as ownership issues. Not far behind came audience priorities (44 per cent or 13 of 30); followed by 
linguistic considerations (40 per cent or 12 of 30). Education and literacy levels were nominated as an important factor 
by 28 per cent (or 8 of 30). (Respondents were permitted to nominate as many factors as they thought important hence 
the totals would add up to more than 100% and 30 respondents.)  
These findings are displayed in Figure 13, over page. 
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Most significant differences in local media systems 
 
Figure 13 
 
 
5.1.6.2 Conclusions on differing media environments 
Overall, the results suggest that differences in local media environments do have significance to practitioners, with high 
levels of government control being seen to be the most significant factor, followed by the differing cultural standards 
and expectations of local audiences. Differences in ownership, media law and media availability then tie as the next 
most influential aspects. 
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5.1.7  Knowledge gaps 
 
The views of survey respondents were sought on what aspects of local and regional behaviour, attitudes and values, if 
any, might need to be understood better in order to improve professional practice in the future. 
 
5.1.7.1 Areas for further knowledge 
Practitioners were asked (Question 27) to suggest any areas in which they believed it could be helpful to understand 
more about the behaviour, attitudes and values of different population groups, in order to perform their work better. 
More than half or 15 of 30 chose not to answer this open-ended question. Amongst the 12 of 30 or 40 per cent who did 
respond, an eclectic range of themes featured on the ‘wish list’ for better understanding, ranging from “local beliefs and 
tradition”, to “the human behaviour model of Carl Gustav Jung”, to the “feudalistic/hierarchical mind-set”, the history of 
religions, and the emergence of a digital culture. The full list is provided in Appendix III. 
5.1.7.2 Conclusions about knowledge gaps  
While this question did not attract a strong response, amongst the minority of survey respondents who did choose to 
express a view there was a broad diversity of idiosyncratic themes suggested for further inquiry rather than evidence of 
any consistent pattern of interest. 
 
5.1.8  Survey conclusions 
Taking account of the survey participants’ diverse demographic characterisitics such as geographical locations, 
experience levels, age groups, religion, professional status, and gender, it is noteworthy that - notwithstanding many 
individual differences of emphasis - there were some broad areas of agreement on some core issues. These can be said 
to include the following:  
x Awareness of cultural and locational difference does matter to the effectiveness of PR practice in the region;  
 
x While being generally pragmatic about their own work, some dissonance arises at times because of gaps 
between the personal values of practitioners and the people with whom (and for whom) they work;  
 
x Concerns about power and fear of offending authority loom large in the professional judgments of many 
practitioners 
 
x Issues relating to gender seem to be recognised as important by the vast majority of respondents, with the 
precise nature and dimensions of this concern being worthy of further exploration  
 
x Models and categories to define cultural difference, developed in other disciplines, are, as yet, only partially 
known within the PRCC world - but there is qualified curiosity to learn more about them; and  
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x Some methods and techniques in PR are seen to work more effectively than others in particular South East Asian 
settings, due to differences in values, communication habits, infrastucture differences and other environmental 
variables, and the detailed implications of this appear worthy of further exploration. 
 
Beyond these baseline areas of consensus, there was much disagreement and a great deal of further explanation and 
clarification desirable in some cases.  For example, while broad agreement was evident that gender differences matter, 
the precise dimensions of what or how it matters or how it manifests itself are not evident from the survey findings. The 
same can be said in regard to the commonly expressed view that political factors are important: it may well be that 
some respondents were thinking about organisational politics when answering the political questions, while others 
might have been exercised by national or local political systems. The following section (Depth interview findings) seeks 
to address such issues of interpretation and prioritisation, setting out the results of 14 semi-structured in-depth 
interviews that were subsequently conducted amongst a smaller group of practitioners.  
 
 
5.2  Depth interview findings 
 
As detailed in Chapter Four, ‘Method’, a total of 14 semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with PRCC 
practitioners across six ASEAN member nations selected for inclusion in this study. Interviewees were purposively 
sampled to provide a diverse mixture of: 
x nationals of the countries studied and expatriates working in them 
x differing levels of seniority  
x consultancy based and in-house practitioners 
x female and male 
Interviewees were asked a series of 32 general questions in total, and in most cases all were answered, albeit with 
varying degrees of detail and interpretation. The list of questions is set out in full as Appendix II. 
 The interviews sought personal opinions and reflections on practical challenges faced by particpiants in the PR 
workplace; observed differences in technology access and communication habits in different locations; any differences 
between the personal values of practitioners and the people amongst whom they work; questions of personal and 
professional ethics and values; gender issues; the societal context of professional practice; the importance of local 
cultural understandings; the shifting balance between local, regional and global environmental considerations; and 
other matters. To the extent possible, questions were framed to be open-ended and free of suggestion as to the 
‘correct’ answers expected, other than in the case of direct factual responses for demographic about place of birth, age, 
and so on. 
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A summary of notable responses to all questions is provided below, with responses grouped into eight broad themes 
which largely correspond with the themes identified in the earlier survey responses:  
 
Culture in the era of globalisation;  
The local and the personal;  
Theory versus practice: Strategies, tools and tactics;  
Power, politics and professionalism; 
 Technology access and communication habits; 
 The media landscape;  
South East Asian ‘context’; and 
 ‘What really matters’ to practitioners themselves.  
 
There are a number of sub-themes identified for responses provided under each of these headings. 
The summary below gives particular emphasis to those aspects or sub-themes which illuminate areas of particular 
difference or commonality in contemporary PRCC practice issues and outlooks across the countries of South East Asia. 
 
5.2.1  Culture in the era of globalisation 
 
Interviewees were asked to provide any thoughts they had about culture and cultural difference, to gain an indication of 
the extent to which these may have any bearing on their world of professional practice. This was done with a minimum 
of specific prompting so as not to unduly influence interviewees by raising culture as an ‘issue’ necessarily requiring a 
strong response. 
 
5.2.1.1 Culture and cultural difference 
When asked what thoughts came immediately to mind about the words ‘culture’ and ‘cultural difference, in relation to 
PR practice (Question 1), interviewees chose to respond in a variety of ways and at different levels of depth, but with a 
tendency to interpret the question in terms of the differences which exist between Eastern and Western societies and 
the incidence of diversity within their countries of operation. 
Some felt the significance of culture to practitioners depended largely on the characteristics of the country and the 
specific field of professional practice. For example, in the view of Su Ling*, head of a major multinational agency 
operation in Singapore at the time of the interview, the answer to the question could be different depending on the 
practice speciality. (*Note: Identities, titles and locations of practitioners at the time of their interviews are set out in full 
as Appendix I.  Names have been changed at the request of most interviewees, but the positions occupied and the 
general descriptive information including the type of organisation to which each person belongs are accurate. While the 
names remain confidential for publication purposes, actual identities can be verified by the author as required.)   
In Ling’s view, cultural factors had the greatest significance in locations where the practice of PRCC was still nascent, 
whereas in places where the profession was well established and had a more sophisticated presence, there was less 
need for sensitivity to risks of cultural misunderstandings. “It depends on what market you operate in.” But even in a 
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market at the more sophisticated end of the spectrum, such as Singapore, she noted it was possible on occasion to 
“scratch the surface” and find unexpected layers of different interpretation.  
According to Poziah Mohamed, the principal of an independently owned public relations consultancy in Kuala Lumpur, 
the biggest cultural consideration for practitioners in Malaysia is the set of expectations that users of PR services have in 
that country. “In Malaysia, the biggest hurdle you have to overcome is the perception of PR itself and what PR can do for 
them… Historically, PR in this country has been the lobbyist ‘Mister Fixit’ kind of person and press agentry.” Too many of 
the practitioners in Malaysia, Mohamed contended, came from journalism or government backgrounds, giving them a 
narrow view of what PR was and what it could do. “Many of them come from the Ministry of Information, so they cut 
their teeth on propaganda.” This had led to a fairly unhealthy culture of PR practice in many respects, she felt. (Chapter 
Two provides more detailed background on the Malaysian context, along with discussion of the historical origins of this 
state of affairs.) 
Shiva Rajeet, an advisor at a major British-based multinational consultancy in Kuala Lumpur, evidenced a similarly 
unenthusiastic view of the level of Malaysian expectations of PR practice. “A lot of people in Malaysia see PR as getting 
your picture in the paper. They equate PR with advertising. We need to explain what PR is and what it can do. I think it is 
a bit more sophisticated in other places.” However, there were also some advantages in practising PR in Malaysia, he 
argued, given its substantial English-speaking middle class and a British colonial background which made some of the 
international tools of PR easier to adapt and apply. In this respect at least, Rajeet contended that “PR is further 
advanced here than in Vietnam or Thailand”.  
The Managing Director for a regional office of an American multinational agency, Matt Hawke, who divides his time 
between Thailand and Vietnam, observed that both countries’ PRCC practitioners seemed driven mostly by media 
relations, in environments of caution about what can and should be said in public. “There is not the urge to ask the real 
hard questions at times.” Yet perhaps surprisingly to some, Hawke saw the Vietnamese culture as more welcoming of 
the expression of diverse opinion than Thailand’s: “There’s more willingness to give real opinions in Vietnam.” 
The first thoughts on culture volunteered by Bangkok-based Thanit Chairat, a consultant at the local branch of a 
multinational agency, went to the matter of what he felt was a cultural divide within Thai society, between the modern 
and traditional and between the local and regional.  Acknowledging that “people will say the country is different now – 
people are becoming more independent now,” this was really an urban-centric perspective. It needed to be 
remembered also that “about 70 per cent of the population is still in the countryside – many of them still have very poor 
education. They can read and write, but traditional values are still intact.” Chairat contended it was essential to see 
Thailand not as a single culture but as a nation with many sub-cultures, with wide variations according to location and 
life circumstance. To achieve effective nationwide coverage for a corporate brand, a single underlying message may 
exist but the means and style of delivery might need to be varied considerably. 
Roong Somporn, a consultant at an Australian and New Zealand based consultancy operating in Bangkok, observed what 
she felt was a divergence of views in the Thai community about the merits of openness to all things international, and 
this affected the way PR had to be practised locally: “People (in Thailand) have many different ideas on globalisation.” 
For Fajar Waluyo, who at the time of interview was Managing Director, Asia Pacific, for the corporate and financial 
practice of a major multinational agency, based in Singapore, the cultural issues that immediately came to mind were 
linguistic ones, and the challenge presented by languages based more on spoken word than written words – notably 
Bahasa Indonesian. “Bahasa Indonesian often does not have the words for translation into English… and much less is put 
in writing. It relies more on the spoken word – but PR relies on written materials being circulated, and this can be a 
problem in Indonesia.” 
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Waluyo, an Indonesian national who established the agency’s direct Jakarta presence, noted that Singapore has a more 
highly developed PR profession and in some ways a more easily accessible population. However, Singapore-based 
Victoria Wee, senior communication manager for the group technology operations of a major international bank, 
observed that some aspects of Singaporean culture could create pitfalls for practitioners through being more subtle and 
difficult to discern. “Even in Singapore – an English speaking nation – you can find there are issues of mindset to 
consider.”  She gave the example of jokes, which needed to be considered carefully because of distinctive characteristics 
in the Singaporean sense of humour. 
Lily Chin, public relations manager for a Japanese owned insurance company with operations in Singapore, emphasised 
the overriding importance of relationships in Singapore society, a point she took up again more than once in the 
interview, as shown later.  
The immediate thoughts of Jose Fernandes, a PR agency proprietor in Manila, also concerned the extent to which he 
believed the Philippines was intensely relationship-driven, a point which he expanded upon at length throughout the 
interview. His father, Raul Fernandes, founder and co-proprietor of the same consultancy, made the opening 
observation that he felt the Philippines had enjoyed good fortune being an American colony for about 50 years, as this 
had led to the country developing professional PR capabilities much more rapidly than many other Asian nations, initially 
on the back of advertising agency services.  
In Vietnam, former consumer electronics and insurance company PR operative Thuy Nguyen, having recently moved into 
academia, volunteered her opening comments on the dimensions of culture she felt most directly affected her 
profession. In Nguyen’s view, public relations was a creature of the western world, and one which Vietnam was only just 
learning - therefore still needing a level of cultural adaptation to make it meaningful in a Vietnamese environment. “You 
have to combine these (western) principles with Vietnamese cultural considerations.” Close by, Ho Chi Minh City based 
PR agency owner Nigel Blunt ventured his opening thoughts on the topic of what he termed “the Vietnamese Way – 
capital V, capital W”. These were particular cultural traits which often confounded efforts to conduct public relations in 
the way it was commonly conducted in other countries. The one-party state was important in its influence on outlooks 
and dispositions. “Growing up Communist teaches you a lot about supply-wide economics,” he commented. 
Of all interviewees, agency co-owner Budi Pryambodo, in Jakarta, differed most from his peers in venturing a view that 
issues of culture and cultural difference tended to be “a bit overrated”in discussion of public relations. To Pryambodo, 
“human beings are very predictable creatures. There is a veneer of it (difference), but most humans have basic 
interests”. 
As can be seen from the above, interviewees’ initial, largely undirected  responses to the general topic of ‘culture’ and 
‘cultural difference’ proved somewhat varied, with some choosing to focus on culture as it affected their immediate 
professional life and others taking a broader perspective. In subsequent questions, increasingly specific about particular 
aspects of culture under consideration, interviewees revealed more about these general outlooks and the aspects of 
culture which resonated most strongly in their own lives. 
 
5.2.1.2 Culture: A matter of definitions 
It is worth noting that determinations of what constitutes a ‘cultural’ factor as opposed to a factor which might relate 
more to a stage of economic or technological development, or a linguistic consideration, or simply a matter of local 
geography or other circumstance, can be somewhat arbitrary. Some practitioners appear to define what is ‘cultural’ 
much more widely than others. 
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Rather than make an authorial ruling on such definitions, it may be sufficient to note here that the foregoing provides a 
summary of points which interviewees themselves chose to make in response to a broad opening question about culture 
and its impact on PRCC practice. On following pages, responses to narrower questions about specific issues including 
ethics, politics, gender and a range of other topics are outlined – and many of these are arguably no less relevant to 
culture than the first two questions using ‘the C Word’. The overall report should be read with these definitional 
considerations in mind. 
 
5.2.1.3 Cultural difference and PR practice 
When asked how cultural difference applied to their immediate working life (Question 2), some had already addressed 
the topic to some extent in their opening remarks about culture in general. But others had more to say when prompted 
specifically. While a range of views was evident, broadly speaking there was consensus that cultural considerations are 
seen to be a factor of some relevance to local PR practice. 
One end of the spectrum was well expressed by the comment: “You have to take note of cultural or nationalistic or 
other sensitivities… but the fundamentals are the same everywhere.” (Pryambodo, Jakarta). The same respondent had 
noted earlier that “I think cultural difference is a bit overrated”. In similar terms, another interviewee made the 
observation that “good ideas travel well – good ideas work anywhere” (Hawke, Bangkok, Thailand and Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vietnam). 
At the other end of the spectrum, however, was the view that “from one to 10, I would rank it at about eight... especially 
in a country like Indonesia but a little less so in somewhere like Singapore which is very cosmopolitan” (Waluyo, 
Singapore and Jakarta, Indonesia). 
Most opinions clustered around the notion that culture and cultural difference have a moderate to high level of 
importance, but with variations according to the nature of the product, service or company in question– and therefore 
the target markets and publics being addressed. In the words of Ling (Singapore), “it depends on what market you 
operate in… in some (places) where the role of PR is nascent, cultural difference is more significant”.  
One view out of Vietnam – one of these notably more ‘nascent’ markets – gave support to Ling’s contention: “It’s real 
and it’s really important. Some PR campaigns and themes work well in Western countries but not here” (Nguyen, 
Vietnam). Nguyen cited her experience of a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) campaign developed at the regional 
head office of the consumer electronics company in which she had worked, four years earlier, which allowed only for 
online response by participants invited to participate. It had worked well in countries outside Vietnam – but the lack of 
an alternative response mechanism in Vietnam had meant there was insufficient capacity to respond amongst all of the 
relevant target publics. More broadly, Nguyen said she had often opted to make greater use of visual content in Vietnam 
over words, given a local cultural preference for bright visual imagery. 
Wee (Singapore) acknowledged that cultural difference was a major consideration across all her markets, but added that 
it could be extremely hard to quantify: “It’s very important in the sense of (how it impacts) hard-line KPIs (Key 
Performance Indicators). It’s so intangible but it’s important – hard to measure but important. The way you make 
improvements to campaigns is by taking it in and allowing for it.”  
Ling (Singapore) emphasised the importance of differences based on practice speciality. For example,  “B2B” (business-
to-business) markets had become “more nuanced” and  able to contend with cultural difference without losing audience 
impact between countries, but that in other specialist fields of practice – especially public affairs, with its strong 
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government component – local cultural factors, including nationalistic attitudes, held great sway. “About 90 per cent of 
my clients are in public affairs, so it is particularly true for me.”  
Mohamed (Malaysia) saw the imperatives of local organisational leaders as a reflection of the dominant aspects of local 
leadership culture, which, she implied, were wedded to dated authoritarian mindsets. Such mindsets permeated almost 
all campaign and program activities – often to the detriment of their ultimate effectiveness. As she explained: “We like 
events here in Malaysia, we like festivity. Clients want to impress with a big event, but they are often not so interested 
in knowing what people think... Government should (also) be more concerned about KPIs – there are many fallacies. We 
get so wrapped up in process and show, but not on the outcome.”  Mohamed described leaders of Malaysian business 
and government as often being dangerously out of touch with the communities whose approval and respect they 
craved: “We have a lot of angry people who feel they are not heard.” 
Rajeet (Malaysia) supported this highly critical Malaysian perspective, describing local outlooks as “almost feudal”, with 
greater care usually given to protocol and use of correct titles than to the effectiveness or actual results of 
communication. For example, in the Malaysian context, an error in giving a public official’s formal designation, such as 
Datuk or Tun, titles which denote social rank, ahead of the person’s name, could have much greater negative career 
consequences than an error of fact about a company, or misleading information about a news topic. Rajeet lamented: 
“You have to learn a lot about protocol.”  
While Malaysian interviewees reported the emphasis of Malaysian PRCC to be on spectacle and protocol, interviewees 
in the Philippines, in contrast, spoke of a strong local emphasis on interpersonal relationships. In the words of Jose 
Fernandes: “It’s significant that culturally the Filipino people are highly relationship driven. This will transcend many of 
the normal practices in other markets. Relationships are a very big factor in doing business of any kind – we are highly 
relationship driven. As applied to PR, this changes how it is done.” While Jose Fernandes acknowledged that 
relationships were important for practitioners in any location, the especially high significance Filipinos gave to inter-
personal relationships would lead to more people attending an “insignificant” event because of a personal connection 
than one in which there might be a truly important announcement being made. Raul Fernandes concurred: “The 
Philippines are a very personalistic society. Families and personal relationships are very important at all levels. It 
encompasses corporate relationships and all areas of society, the community, shareholders, customers and other 
stakeholders.”  
Both Raul and Jose Fernandes argued that the emphasis on inter-personal relationships had influenced the extent to 
which PR had been used in the Philippines to support worthy causes and to link this to product marketing. Building 
positive corporate relationships with particular communities and causes had in many respects been more important 
than promotion of product benefits. (The Professional Practice Examples provided in Appendix I illustrate this.) 
A number of interviewees highlighted other factors linked to the local culture and circumstances which they contended 
could impact on the effectiveness of PRCC practice in their countries. These additional factors are summarised below. 
- Knowledge of foreign versus local practitioners 
According to Mohamed in Malaysia, a divergence of approach could be seen at times between local practitioners who 
deeply understood the Malaysian cultural environment and those from multinational corporations who would simply 
apply an ‘international’ PR solution that might not reflect an adequate understanding of local nuance.      
 
- A claimed benefit from colonialism 
 
Also from Malaysia was a more positive observation that Malaysia had been well served by its British colonial heritage 
and “substantial English speaking middle class” (Rajeet, Kuala Lumpur). Rajeet noted that since PR materials and 
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approaches, internationally, had been built largely around the English language, and assumed an inclination toward the 
written word, this made international PRCC approaches easier to adapt and apply to a local market in which English was 
more widely spoken than in many other parts of the region. 
 
- Different expression and capabilities within individual countries 
 
Aside from the claimed significance of oral versus literary language in Indonesia noted earlier, divergences were also 
reported in the preferred modes of expression within different parts of some countries, even when adopting a 
commonly known language. For example, Waluyo explained that most Indonesians were typically “not direct in what 
they say… someone who is Javanese can take more time to convey their message than, say, someone from Medan … In 
PR you are expected to give presentations and provide lots of notes for reading. But you don’t grow up in our culture 
doing that very much. For things like annual reports and briefings, this can present problems.”  
 
Waluyo reported that the relatively low education and literacy levels in Indonesia, while improving, further compounded 
the language problems for local PRCC practice, even in the national capital: “Jakarta is a city of 14 million people – less 
than 10 per cent are university graduates.” This meant that the level and complexity of vocabulary needed to be 
carefully considered to avoid alienating those at either extreme. Similar observations were made elsewhere, notably in 
Thailand. 
 
- Traditional protocol versus modern nationalism 
Also from Indonesia, the matter of nationalism was raised: “In Indonesia you have to take account of the nationalistic 
element. We’ve had years of dictatorship, followed by 10 to 15 years of transition from that to become a (democratic) 
country on the move. It is in the midst of gaining renewed confidence – there is a nationalistic pride to that.” 
(Pryambodo, Jakarta) But Pryambodo added that this modern nationalistic pride continued to be mixed with traditional 
norms of deference and politeness, and it was important for practitioners to discern where to find the appropriate line 
between tradition and modernism in each situation, and “get the balance right”. 
 
- “Cultural filtering” and work habits 
Nigel Blunt, principal of his own PR consultancy in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, highlighted the prevalence of what he 
called “cultural filtering” amongst many Vietnamese: “The way Vietnam sees itself is not the way the outside world sees 
it. There is a cultural filtering-out of anything that is ugly or unpleasant. As an outsider (living in Vietnam) I have to be 
very conscious of that.”  Blunt also spoke about a tendency for individuals - especially men - to work at a level less than 
their full work potential and to be tardy with timekeeping. This, he said, could make it difficult to conduct programs and 
campaigns effectively. 
 
 
- Expectations for payment 
Blunt (Vietnam), Nguyen (Vietnam) and Hawke  (Thailand and Vietnam) all echoed a concern about the extent of what 
Western observers would tend to categorise as bribery and corruption, as an integral part of Vietnamese culture. “I 
don’t go down the road of kickbacks, but it is built into the business culture here.” (Blunt, Ho Chi Minh City)  Nguyen 
spoke of her “very first concern” being “paid-for articles” – in effect, unacknowledged ‘advertorials’- which were 
presented as editorial content in print and online. Hawke similarly lamented what he called the “money and coffee” 
syndrome at media events in Vietnam - in which the traditional practice had been to invite journalists to press 
conferences, give them refreshments, and openly present them with envelopes containing money as part of the 
proceedings, in the (generally correct) expectation they would then give favourable coverage.  
 
Aside from its ethical dimensions, Hawke said the practice of envelope money also “encourages laziness” by 
practitioners and journalists and ineffective communication not well tailored to the interests of media consumers. The 
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same concern was echoed more colourfully in the Philippines, with Raul and Jose Fernandes both speaking of the 
pervasive practice of what is described locally, with wry humour, as “envelopmental journalism” – media coverage 
directly resulting from envelopes of cash being given to journalists. Both contended that it had become somewhat less 
prevalent today in the Philippines than in the past, confined more now to specialised trade media outlets.  
 
- Unwillingness to confront hard truths 
All three interviewees discussing Thailand noted a Thai tendency to be circumspect about issues which might cause 
distress or embarrassment to anyone – thus constraining the ability to share information freely on occasion. In some 
cases this worked in favour of practitioners and in some cases against. Chairat gave the example of a bad accident 
causing injury, which had happened at an event for which his client was a major sponsor. Although he knew the accident 
would be reported by a journalist, he asked the journalist not to mention his client by name and the journalist duly 
complied. 
 
Chairat also spoke of journalists and PRCC practitioners in Thailand being more like “brothers and sisters” than people 
having different professdional interests. In a similar vein, Hawke remarked on an article in the Bangkok Post (on the day 
of his interview) which reported that four people had just died in a hotel in Chiang Mai in mysterious circumstances – 
but with the name of the hotel not provided. “But this is what people would most want to know!” Hawke remarked. It 
seemed a likely example of media being circumspect to protect someone’s feelings or interests or perhaps partly for 
legal reasons too. However, Hawke maintained that such skirting of important details was often endemic in local culture. 
”In some cases involving the press, there is a deference to corporate owners. There is not the urge to ask the really hard 
questions sometimes… not always, but often.”  Somporn agreed that the cultural proclivity toward politeness, linked to 
distinctive Buddhist norms of behaviour in Thailand, often kept information exchanges at a less than frank level.  
 
- Cultural differences within as well as between countries 
Some respondents noted the importance of recognising cultural variations within countries, not just between them, 
with the line between what is cultural, what is developmental, and what is technological being hard to delineate. In 
Thailand, for example, Somporn observed: “Thailand still has a technology divide. Remote provinces are very different to 
the city areas. You have to target audiences carefully – if your target is in a remote area you can’t use the same 
channels.” By way of example, she spoke of her difficulty finding a copy of a favourite daily newspaper whenever she 
visited her home province. Hawke similarly spoke of a divide between the Thai middle class and others in Thai society, 
noting that Thailand “has a very small middle class”. One of the major challenges for Thailand and Vietnam was to 
develop stronger middle classes, which in turn would be a catalyst for other beneficial changes, including more 
sophisticated professional practice. This observation by Hawke links to one of Verčič, Grunig and Grunig’s (1996) 
observations about two of the environmental variables which matter most to the health of a public relations sector in 
any location: the economic system and relative levels of economic development (discussed in Chapter Two).   
 
In Chairat’s view, ‘Thai divide’ is as much about differing local subcultures as it is about income and education. “Each 
part of Thailand has its own subculture.”  While there might be a single message involved in a nationwide PR activity, 
Chairat said targeting and delivery might need to be modified substantially at the local level. He gave the example of 
promotions for toothpaste and for a budget airline, produced in local dialects in Thailand with different local media 
targeted to fit different preferences, lifestyles and habits at local levels.  
 
The Thai practitioner consensus seemed to be that what works well for Bangkok may not always work well for all of 
Thailand. Mirroring this theme to some extent, Rajeet in Kuala Lumpur contended that cultural variations sometimes 
impacted PRCC work at the ‘micro’ level even within a particular city, depending on the subculture from which each 
client came.  For example, ethnic Chinese clients of his could be quite prescriptive about the service they wanted and 
how it had to be provided: “They don’t want media training, preparation of talking points and all that kind of thing. They 
just want you to make a big splash – you can get rid of all the subtleties.” He talked of a more transactional “hard-
nosed” attitude working with such clients, stripped of the nuances of long-term relationship building. In contrast, ethnic 
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Malay clients would often become highly interested in understanding the bigger picture and the finer points of 
campaign planning, and want to sit in on all planning meetings. “So, culturally, you have to make adjustments.” 
 
- Pace of change and its clash with traditional priorities 
Chin (from Singapore) believed the sheer pace of modern workplace change - particularly in Singapore - presented 
challenges for professional practice. Practitioners now changed jobs quickly and often in pursuit of better career 
opportunities in fast-growing markets, as did media people and others involved in the professional relationship-building 
process. This led to a lack of continuity, a significant shift from the traditional Asian emphasis on strong, stable 
relationships. In Singapore, employers were increasingly anxious that their “new hires” would not move on too quickly 
and take valuable company information and relationships with them. 
 
- Tactics more open to change than underlying strategies 
Some saw the importance of national and local differences having more effects at the tactical ‘delivery’ end than the 
strategic planning end. As Somporn (Thailand) noted: “I have done some global campaigns like Gold Visa and Motorola 
Mash-Up. In terms of key messages it is the same, but in terms of selection of media and visuals it can be quite 
different.” A Vietnam interviewee concurred: “There are problems in applying tactics in Vietnam that have worked 
elsewhere” (Blunt, Ho Chi Minh City). Blunt cited the example of a humorous photo competition to find ‘America’s 
Worst Toilet’ which was appropriate for the client in the US and had worked well there but simply would not work in 
Vietnam or some other parts of Asia due to differing development and hygiene standards and vastly different senses of 
politeness and humour. In Vietnam, the photo competition would not have had the ‘fun’ outcome intended by the 
client. 
 
5.2.1.4 Global PR industry understandings 
When asked, “Do you believe that cultural considerations are well understood in PR practice around the world 
generally?” (Question 3), a number of interviewees commented on what they saw to be a gap between the local 
understanding of cultural distinctions and broader understandings held by their profession and the industries in which 
they work at a more global level. 
In the words of Chin (Singapore): “My global organisation colleagues do not always understand cultural diversity. Many 
of them think it (Asia) is just a cluster of countries, but don’t realise quite how different these countries are.” When she 
liaised with international colleagues from outside Asia, she made it a point of inviting them to come and see for 
themselves. However, the travel budgets of different companies and divisions were sometimes a limiting factor for some 
individuals to be able to travel and learn.  
“The challenge for us is to find the commonalities across the ASEAN countries and make it work for a (shared) brand 
proposition” (Chin, Singapore). Chin felt that one of her biggest challenges working at a regional level, was to translate 
brand values in a way that would be meaningful in local cultures. Mindsets and values were different in places as varied 
as Bangkok, Hong Kong and Singapore, and the degree of difficulty in balancing global positioning with these local 
priorities and outlooks was not always fully appreciated by head office colleagues on other continents. 
Ling (Singapore) argued that appreciation of cultural variation seemed easier for people who had worked in locations 
such as Europe and Australia than it was in America, where true cultural diversity, notwithstanding America’s 
understanding of itself as a multi-racial society, seemed less obvious. “I tend to find that my American colleagues are 
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less aware… (they) often don’t understand the diversity.” In Ling’s view, cultural, religious, ethnic and political 
considerations were crucial in understanding South East Asia and the context in which individual practitioners conducted 
themselves. For example: “Singapore is a city state completely surrounded by Muslim societies. That’s not always fully 
appreciated by people who just fly in and out.” The Singapore Government was always concerned at all times to ensure 
that the country’s four major ethnic groups were considered and information needs addressed in their own languages as 
well as in the common national language, English. This was true for many reasons, including the fact that “Singapore has 
always attracted people from many places”. As an after-thought, Ling added that perhaps “sensitive” was too strong a 
word to describe the level of care needed in Singapore – people did not tip-toe around such issues with fear and 
trepidation, they just dealt with them: “I think awareness is probably a better word.” 
Victoria Wee, also from Singapore yet in a regional role requiring her to travel widely across Asia, added weight to the 
contention that locals are more cross-culturally astute than many of their distant head office colleagues. “I can only 
speak for what I have seen of PR in Asia. I have to oversee some of the bigger markets in Asia and from where I sit, it is 
not well understood (globally). There is a lot of stereotyping of Chinese, Indians and others… In Singapore, in the larger 
multinationals, the head of department is often a foreigner. They are inclined to set a program that is right for the 
country where they come from. There may be in-country teams, but how empowered are they to change things?” 
Mohamed (Malaysia) supported the notion that local PRCC practice did not always reflect an adequate understanding of 
cultural nuance, but interestingly she lay much of the blame for this not at the feet of multinational corporations but of 
local clients - especially in government: “Government here hires big (PR) firms. They hire multinationals (with 
international reputations) because they won’t get criticised for that. But then the multinationals don’t always have an 
understanding of local nuance, and media relations is not always tailored enough to local needs.”  
Shiva Rajeet, located in one of the multinational PR service providers in Malaysia, conceded that some foreign staff did 
not have a strong knowledge of local sensitivities and values, but there were usually enough locals on hand to provide 
balance. Some basics were well understood by all: “If you take people to lunch, you have to understand that a Malay 
client will need Halal food, and you don’t take them to a bar… Most people understand these realities in Malaysia”.  
In Indonesia, Budi Pryambodo – notwithstanding a general view that cultural considerations are overrated – conceded 
that “many campaigns are wrecked by cultural insensitivity” in Indonesia. “I don’t subscribe to the view that cultural 
considerations are everything, but if you are culturally insensitive you will fail.” He cited the example of a disastrous 
marketing communication promotion which had involved sending imitation coffins to prospective customers – a device 
which succeeded in its aim of attracting their attention, but in a way that horrified and repelled them. 
Matt Hawke took a more sanguine view about the understanding of multinationals. “The multinationals that we work 
with tend to customise their programs pretty heavily in different places.” In his experience the problem tended to be 
bigger in reverse – for example, when Vietnamese companies sought to go overseas for the first time. “In Vietnam if it is 
a company that hasn’t had a lot of international exposure they don’t have a good idea of what works (outside Vietnam). 
They can’t use their standard methodology – press conferences and money in envelopes don’t work to get in the 
media.” 
Thanit Chairat, with experience in Hong Kong and Singapore as well as Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City, said he had 
discussed such issues with colleagues and friends in other agencies, with a general consensus reached. For example, the 
way things were done in Singapore was not always the way they should be done elsewhere in the region. Indeed, 
Chairat went as far as to say that “if someone comes from Singapore (to Bangkok) and tells us how something needs to 
be done, we know it will need to be different.” He gave the example of a Singaporean client who worked across several 
Asian countries and wanted to conduct a Bangkok media event at 11am, inviting attendees on to lunch afterwards. “But 
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in Thailand it’s better to invite people at 10am – people prefer to be earlier.” Chairat suggested that by knowing the 
national backgrounds of clients, it was possible to predict what they were likely to want – and therefore what potential 
problems were likely to arise in regard to whether expectations were realistic. 
Roong Somporn in Bangkok was more sanguine, noting that general understandings of difference were starting to 
improve across national borders. “I think everywhere there is better understanding now.”  Nevertheless, with a smile, 
she was quick to add: “Even in the age of globalisation, people still have their origins”.  
 
5.2.1.5 Carving up humanity 
Interviewees were also probed (Question 17) about their awareness of models seeking to generalise about behaviour, 
outlooks and values according to ethnicity and culture. Those expressing no knowledge of such models and tools were 
then asked whether they felt there could be value in learning more about them (Question 18). 
The most widely recognised of the cultural measurement models was the one created by Dutch social researcher and 
former HR practitioner Geert Hofstede (1981, 2001) in the 1980s, and progressively refined since. Chapter Two provides 
a general overview of Hofstede and his work. 
Hofstede is not the only researcher to examine cultural patterns and make broad generalisations about communication 
styles and preferences. But his work has become particularly influential in international business studies. It should also 
be noted that in many respects, Hofstede and other researchers on similar paths are popularisers to some extent, of 
work already done by anthropologists, sociologists and others who for more than a century have observed group 
behaviour and outlooks in distinctive communities – albeit in less concise, accessible and readily comparable fashion. 
Contemporary examples of such analysis include Edward T Hall (1977) and Stuart Hall (1992). 
Leaving aside the question of how valid or reliable their broad categorisations may be, perhaps the most significant 
contribution of Hofstede (1981, 2001) and his contemporaries has been to help bring matters of cultural outlook and the 
possible implications of these more sharply into focus and to encourage greater discussion of their importance beyond 
the confines of academia. For this reason, they may be particularly worthy of discussion in the world of the 21st century 
communication professional - especially amongst those operating in the heavily cross-cultural environments of South 
East Asia.  
Without commenting on their veracity, interviewees were asked if they were aware of efforts to produce models, grids 
and scales to account for cultural differences, and if so, what they thought of them. In response, few reported having 
any specific knowledge while some had a vague familiarity. None, however, specifically mentioned Hofstede or any of 
his contemporaries.  
Chin in Singapore, was one of the few to indicate that she had seen this modeling in action, noting that it was useful in 
helping her company to be more “customer-centric” in specific markets. “It’s always important to steer the conversation 
back to who the customer is.” For example, she said there was clear recognition in her Japanese-based company that 
Japanese and non-Japanese accounts needed to be handled differently. “They need different levels of service, they have 
different touch points.” She also noted distinct characteristics which had to be recognised amongst Singaporean 
customers if the business relationship was going to flourish. Cultural modeling helped to achieve a better recognition of 
such factors, she believed. 
Blunt in Vietnam, claimed a similar familiarity with cross-cultural models and ranking scales and affirmed their value – 
but with qualification. “I discount it when people are just using big words to describe simple things. But I think there is a 
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lot of value in understanding cultural differences – the essence of it is true.” In this context, Blunt noted what he called 
the “hard wiring” of respect for hierarchy and authority into the Vietnamese culture, through the structure of its 
language, requiring people to use prefixes signifying their relationship and status in relation to the person with whom 
they were speaking. Overall, Blunt viewed attempts to obtain a clearer overview of such cultural characteristics as 
having “some value and validity”. Similarly, in Thailand, Chairat viewed any attempt to generalise and measure cultural 
characteristics as potentially useful, though he conceded not knowing of specific examples of this work in action. It was 
true that many things which were initially confusing had a clear logic to them once they could be understood within 
their historical and cultural contexts. “You need to understand why people do things – you need to understand the logic 
of why groups of people do things.” 
Singapore-based Ling noted that she had given most credence to theories and models developed in the context of 
international business strategy, by authors such as Michael Porter (1980) who performed his own kind of modeling of 
different market and environmental characteristics. She added: “It’s useful to consider all this, but as a practitioner you 
need to step back and look at things in the grey areas too.” 
Jose Fernandes (Philippines) was not familiar with specific models, but noted that he had utilised “benchmarking” 
techniques to give clients a general view of the local Filipino market and its population characteristics. This had often 
involved tracking the placement of a product, service or brand within identified “quadrants” which embraced corporate 
branding, products, corporate social responsibility (CSR) performance, and industry image including reputations for 
“thought leadership” (being influential amongst peers) within their industries. Jose Fernandes observed that such an 
approach might usefully be combined with the kind of intercultural research models developed elsewhere, to see if any 
useful correlations could emerge in the Filipino context. 
Mohamed (Malaysia) said she had not specifically seen such models of cultural variables, but from a Malaysian 
perspective it was not difficult to observe patterns of generalised behaviour and preference that were distinct from 
other places: “I have seen it. They say Malays are lazy and just want to have fun, and so on. To some extent it is true – 
this is what the colonial masters observed… Malays like a ‘Manana’ (tomorrow, or the indefinite future), like the 
Mexicans.” More fundamentally, she noted what she described as a generalised fatalism about some aspects of life: 
“Muslim belief is important – it’s an underlying explanation of why people feel their fate is in God’s hands.” Similarly, 
she noted the continuing influence of Confucianism in the Chinese community in Malaysia, evident in their ethics of 
work and duty. While not admitting to any particular knowledge of intercultural models, Mohamed expressed an 
interest to learn more. Rajeet (Malaysia) in contrast, was less convinced about the value of cultural modeling to 
Malaysian PR practice. Such concepts, he said, were more applicable to marketing and “not much value to PR”. This 
however, somewhat contradicted his comments earlier about the importance of recognising the varying cultural 
expectations of his clients. 
Nguyen (Vietnam) expressed a general curiosity, but like most others, had no specific knowledge of attempts to 
categorise and generalise about national and ethnic communities. She remarked: “I think generalisation is important, 
but you need to be aware of the limits of generalisation.” A study of cultural difference might help to improve 
understanding of groups within any society, but even then, “no two groups are exactly alike”. Waluyo, from his 
Indonesian and Singaporean perspectives, was also broadly supportive of the concept of cultural generalisation and 
modeling, but like Nguyen warned of its limitations: “I think it can be useful in understanding some group 
characteristics, but my pragmatic sense tells me that you also have to do a lot of your own research.” According to 
Waluyo, “direct exposure of your own” will round out and give depth to the broad generalisations of others. 
Hawke, working across both Vietnam and Thailand, agreed such modeling could “absolutely” be useful, as it could help 
in understanding particular mindsets and values which may operate not just amongst consumers but in the public policy 
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arena. Due to “interesting psychological and cultural factors”, a prevailing view amongst Vietnamese consumers was 
that a foreign product was almost invariably superior to a locally-made one. In the case of certain sensitive purchases – 
such as infant formula, this could lead to  major consequences. Vietnamese mothers often believe that foreign-made 
milk formula from western countries would make their children grow to be taller, smarter and more capable. 
Recognising this, some multinational enterprises had taken the opportunity to establish premium prices for their brands 
– but this had in turn prompted the government to set price controls. Hawke said his firm was hired to discourage the 
setting of such controls, and in the process found itself caught up in a complex issue spanning health, economics, 
cultural values and politics that was quite specific in many ways to Vietnamese outlooks. In Thailand also, he said 
company operations had needed to be highly sensitive to official priorities and imperatives, framing messages to 
government carefully in terms of contributions being made to Thailand’s goal to build a strong “creative economy” and 
other priorities. In other words, an understanding of cultural frameworks and national mindsets helped make sense of 
political imperatives and thereby helped to shape the language of professional discourse. 
In Singapore, Wee had not encountered specific scales and grids plotting cultural variables, but had heard such concepts 
discussed and thought that they might be of interest. But she wondered aloud about the risk of stereotyping. Somporn 
in Thailand, in similar terms expressed concern about the feasibility of a “one size fits all” view of cultural groups, but 
noted they might still be useful in helping explain to multinational clients the importance of understanding differences in 
perspective and why they came to be. 
Pryambodo in Indonesia was characteristically sceptical about models and scales: “I have seen it, but they don’t tell me 
something that common sense doesn’t tell me.” 
 
5.2.1.6 Conclusions about cultural modelling 
Overall, interviewees had little or no detailed knowledge of the kind of modeling attempted by Hofstede (1981, 2001) 
and others. This was mostly consistent with the quantitative online survey of 30 practitioners across South East Asia (see 
Chapter Five: Part A), in which only one respondent demonstrated a close knowledge of the work of Hofstede. Outlooks 
across the interview group ranged from moderately curious to dismissive, with a number in between being somewhat 
neutral.  
The findings suggest that notwithstanding the popularity of Hofstede and his contemporaries in international business 
and management studies, and evident interest practitioners demonstrate more broadly about questions around cultural 
difference, there is little penetration of Hofstede-style models as yet into the world of South East Asian PRCC 
practitioners, at least based on these participants. 
 
5.2.1.7 The effects of globalisation 
When asked about the relevance of globalisation to their own working life (Question 14), practitioners, understandably, 
responded in a variety of ways depending on their own personal experience and circumstances. 
Mohamed (Malaysia) had experienced widespread misunderstanding of globalisation and what it meant in Malaysia. 
“People need to understand what globalisation is all about. There’s a huge misperception - people think the big 
multinationals will just come to our country, sap our natural resources and make a lot of money from you. (But) to me, 
globalisation is good – as long as it’s not a form of modern colonialism.” She gave the example of Starbucks, a company 
which she said had helped raise local standards of service and quality, and which appeared to have a positive corporate 
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ethic. Also in Kuala Lumpur, Rajeet saw globalisation in positive terms too, noting it was important “to have a global 
view of your client” and to know what was going on in other countries. “With a click of a button you can now get a lot of 
information.” He said this helped expand people’s outlooks, and their understanding of trends and relationships.  
From  Bangkok - and with any eye also on his work in Ho Chi Minh City - Hawke observed that the “entire industry is 
becoming globalised”, with two major holding companies – WPP(http://wpp.com) and Publicis Groupe 
(http://publicis.com) – dividing up the bulk of the international PR marketplace between them: “Everyone is now falling 
under one or two umbrellas.” Within this context, Hawke predicted the Vietnamese PR marketplace would be changed 
beyond recognition within five to 10 years. But he added that he also believed boutique agencies, offering specialist 
services and with special knowledge, would continue to survive.  (In the months following this interview, a fourth 
multinational agency entrant arrived on the Vietnam PR scene by acquisition– Edelman – following on from Ogilvy PR, 
Vero, and Burson-Marsteller, the last of which continued to be in talks with a local agency.)   
Also from Bangkok, Chairat said globalisation had a powerful impact on the client base of the agency that employs him, 
with many companies in heavy industries such as the chemical industry, and most wanting corporate PR services. (Refer 
to Chapter Two for more information on industry profile of Thailand.) “These are industries related very much to global 
industry.”  Nearby in the same city, Somporn offered a different take on this topic, focusing on the impact that 
globalised social online media was having – an impact she took to be good.  The broadening of the community’s 
information base beyond traditional media was potentially good for her profession, she felt- both locally and 
internationally, but it created pressure to keep up and ensure that good advice was offered to clients. “It makes clients 
more accountable. We have to step into that arena as well. This is an opportunity for PR to expand into new channels – 
but if we can’t keep up we are in trouble.”  
Blunt (Vietnam) felt globalisation was “absolutely” an important factor in his agency’s work in Vietnam. “It is a market 
that is opening and all my clients are multinational. So it’s all about a market that’s opening up.” Blunt talked of global 
companies wanting both to “put in” and “take out” of the Vietnam market, but added: “We’re not a hub market. Clients 
are generally coming in.” Again he spoke of international clients seeing Vietnam as a “frontier”needing to be better 
understood. Nguyen, however, did not see much evidence of global thinking yet in Vietnamese PR practice: “I think 
globalisation is still really far away. We’re trying to build our own industry here and exchange more with regional parts 
of the profession. Exchange is always good to broaden horizons and help people become aware of their own cultural 
limitations. As a practitioner (recently departed to academia) I was always too busy to think about all this.” 
Interestingly, Ling (Singapore) felt that globalisation “has an impact on the work we do not do here”, explaining that an 
important part of the way Singapore had evolved was that multinationals would favour putting some parts of their 
business operations into Singapore but not others. This meant that some services needed by multinationals at a local 
level had to be outsourced, often including their communications and PR. “We try to leverage the inequality of skill sets 
and build up what can be offered here.” For example, while many marketing support functions were not carried out 
extensively in Singapore, there was important planning work which needed to be fed into global development processes 
– and her agency could help with that.  
Also in Singapore, Wee, whose role with an international bank is decidedly multinational, conceded that globalisation 
was “a reality, but it doesn’t always impact you from day to day”.  She described the term more as a catchphrase than a 
new phenomenon. In her own role, she felt the need to manage the major challenge of “sitting in an ivory tower”, 
overseeing diverse locations like India, Dubai, China and others simultaneously; get “buy-in” (local management and 
employee support) from all these locations; and stay alert given that it was easy to “take your eye off the ball” when 
dealing with such diverse markets and locations. Chin, in Singapore, taking a similarly multinational outlook, said 
globalisation was at the heart of the approach being taken by her employer- an insurance company. “We aim to 
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globalise the brand, starting from Asia.  That’s our strategic goal.” But in setting out to do this, she felt the greatest 
challenges could sometimes be more internal than external.” She gave the example of national branch offices which 
were fixed in their thinking, or changed their minds about what they wanted after work had begun. It could be less of a 
challenge, in itself, to meet the needs of diverse marketplaces than it was to manage the complex internal workings of a 
big corporation. 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) observed that his competition arose not just other Indonesian firms but increasingly from other 
countries, though this did not trouble him. “There is no excuse for an Asian company not to be as good as a company 
from New York or Silicon Valley or one of the other western centres.” Waluyo agreed globalisation had become 
important to the PR scene in Indonesia: “Whatever takes place in Indonesia (now), people around the world know about 
it. It presents challenges to us – the speed that information travels is amazing and we see the audiences our clients are 
trying to achieve need to be global.” 
Jose Fernandes (Philippines) offered a closing note of optimism about the potential for globalised thinking to create 
more enlightened PR practice: “It’s important to see what other companies are doing, and see how you can localise it 
here.” Globalisation offered the potential to spread good thinking and good ideas worldwide and improve levels of 
global cooperation. He spoke admiringly of a New York promotion campaign he had encountered which encouraged 
consumers to drink tap water rather than bottled water and to give the money saved each time to a campaign to help 
provide clean, potable water to people in Africa. “These are global awareness issues.” 
 
5.2.1.8 Conclusions on globalisation 
Interviewees expressed a range of views about globalisation, yet tended most often to see it as both an important 
influence and fundamentally positive in regard to their own work. However, most felt a need to add the rider that a 
recognition of local self-identities and local pride remained important. 
 
5.2.1.9 Do PR strategies and tactics travel well? 
Practitioners, including this writer, often hear anecdotally about strategies and tactics claimed to work especially well in 
some locations, amongst certain target publics and conversely of other strategies and tactics which enjoy great success 
in one place tend but failing when transferred to a different location and context. It can be difficult to determine the 
extent to which general experience bears out these anecdotal impressions, and how often it truly matters. Interviewees 
were asked to recall their own experiences (Question 20) on the subject. 
For her part, Wee reported illuminating experiences she had gained about the importance of aligning strategy and 
tactics. Her employer, a major international bank, had sought to build a reputation for being innovative and progressive 
across the Asian region, and a champion of “mobile banking” allowing customers to access their accounts online via 
smart phones, performing transactions of all kinds while on the move. To support this, a marketing and communications 
program had been rolled out across each country of the region and was well received in some quarters, especially in 
Singapore. “But I noticed that we were not getting traction in India. I went there to see why. One of the first things I 
realised (in the Indian context) was that the strategy was very high-brow and just would not work in India. Hundreds of 
smaller banks there have a grip on the consumer market – we could not make the claim there that we were leading – 
that didn’t fly in India.” In some cases Wee said she even found her bank was “playing catch-up with mobile banking” 
amongst some of its nimbler Indian competitors who had already developed strong offerings in the area. “Our product 
was also a bit out of touch”.  The Apple iPhone had not reached India at this time, but even after its arrival it was 
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considered “very high end… we risked alienating a big part of the market”. As a consequence, the bank felt obliged to 
“pull the plug” on its generic campaign in the Indian market and let its Indian team develop a unique local campaign 
better suited to local circumstances.  
Somporn, in Thailand, reported her own experiences of successful multinational campaigns that had not translated well 
into the local market. One in particularly involved a music competition asking people to create interesting “mash-ups” of 
different songs. It had worked very well elsewhere, and Thailand was a music-loving nation, so the corporation behind 
the competition expected it to become a sure hit. In the end however, the locals simply did not find the contest 
interesting and the reasons for this were still subject to internal discussion. 
In Jose Fernandes’ view, success in the Philippines was not just a matter of what tactics were used but who delivered the 
message. Noting the Filipino disposition to idolise celebrity, arguably even more than people elsewhere, it was often 
important to ensure campaigns used suitable celebrity spokespeople. But as consumer markets gradually become more 
sophisticated, it was becoming more important to choose a celebrity endorser who would be deemed particularly 
appropriate and relevant to the topic under discussion. Just being famous was no longer enough: “We have become 
more discriminating.” 
Pryambodo noted the importance of understanding the “national psyche” in Indonesia and how to accommodate it 
within strategy and tactics. One particularly important aspect, he said, was the “communal nature” of Indonesian 
society. Brands had to be seen as good for the group, not just the individual. Another consideration was the current 
resurgent nationalism of Indonesians – something practitioners need to “tap into”: “You tap into whatever gives you the 
strongest chance of persuading – you have to know the undercurrents, the psyche.” Waluyo alluded to similar 
Indonesian considerations when he spoke of work he performed in support of privatising one of Indonesia’s major 
banks, Bank Mandiri, in 2003. There was a need to convince many Indonesians, from a nationalistic point of view, that 
privatising the bank would be good for Indonesia - not just for the bank. It was a daunting task initially, but one which 
was ultimately successful after much careful persuasion and dialogue. 
For Ling in Singapore, tapping into family values could be particularly valuable. This included the distinctive Singaporean 
passion for education. “Asian families place so much importance on education – we often play that up. We focus on 
schools programs and educational benefits wherever we can.” But any program involving schools needed also to be 
executed with great care to get all the details right, given this high level of local interest. 
In Vietnam, Blunt focused on ensuring that media tactics were comfortable for journalists. For example, Vietnamese 
journalists often did not enjoy individual one-on-one interviews, in contrast with many other countries where journalists 
will actively seek out an exclusive interview opportunity. While in many western countries press conferences were used 
sparingly, Blunt maintained that Vietnamese journalists “are better with a group interview. If they all bring about three 
questions each, we find we can get a good group interview going. Press conferences work well here.” In contrast, 
contributed feature articles tended not to work as well in Vietnam as they did elsewhere: “It’s better to do an interview 
or a media release. Op-eds (contributed articles giving opinions) don’t work in Vietnam – you may as well just pay for an 
advertorial.” Blunt brightened when discussing online social media, noting that Vietnam’s long-standing discouragement 
of Facebook was at last easing after years of suspicion. A distinctive feature of the Vietnamese online social media 
environment, however, was that Twitter had not become popular on the same scale as Facebook and YouTube, unlike 
other countries of the region. The Vietnamese had not taken that well to the concise word format. The most popular 
local social networking site remained the home-grown site Zing, which Blunt was not able to use to benefit his clients 
much. He quipped: “Zing exists almost entirely to promote (copyright) piracy.” 
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Like Blunt in Vietnam, Mohamed in Malaysia had a strong view on the value of individual interviews versus collective 
conferences - but the opposite view. She said Malaysian journalists preferred not to share their questions with fellow 
journalists or to see their peers write down the same information they were getting. She had gone as far as to advise 
some clients not to hold a press conference, but rather to stage individual briefings. Noting disparities between what she 
was learning from her communication Masters studies at a British university and what she was seeing in her Malaysian 
working environment, Mohamed observed that overall “the strategic thinking here is the same, but tactics might need 
to be quite different from the UK or elsewhere”. She needed to give more local emphasis to ways in which the client 
could build direct relationships for themselves, including with journalists. 
Nguyen in Vietnam took issue with the way PR theorist James Grunig had advocated “symmetrical two-way 
communication” between organisations and their publics. “I think two-way communication works well when both sides 
have good access to information. But if one side does not have adequate background or resources you can’t have 
effective dialogue.” In a situation like Vietnam’s, where many people remained marginalised and with limited access to 
information, practitioners had no choice other than to “guide” people toward desired outcomes. Vietnam had only 
begun re-opening to the world since 1986, and most of its citizens were accustomed to propaganda telling them what to 
think. It was not yet an environment conducive to dialogue-driven public relations. Much work is needed to educate 
people in how to think better for themselves and to engage in constructive dialogue. “We’ve been thrown in the 
swimming pool and told to swim. You can’t just do that.” In Nguyen’s view, a more open and symmetrical model of PR 
practice will take time to emerge in Vietnam. 
Rajeet and Chairat, in contrast to most others, did not report a major need for distinctive approaches in their own 
environments.  In Rajeet’s Malaysian view, there were “no special tactics or strategies here” – just variations on those 
which could apply anywhere. Thailand-based Chairat similarly said he mostly applied strategic and tactical approaches 
which “could work anywhere”. 
Hawke (Thailand and Vietnam) noted a need for particular care when moving ideas from one location to another, but 
offered a particularly positive take on the benefits which could come from an infusion of ideas from one location to 
another. He welcomed all visiting practitioners from other parts of his agency’s international operations, as they often 
arrived with ideas picked up in other countries. Having come from a Western background himself, in 1997, Hawke said 
there was much to be gained from “expats” who arrived with new ideas and a fresh curiosity about the local scene: it 
could lead to new insights. His agency, part of two global networks, benefitted considerably from being able to “tap into 
international case studies”. In this respect, the multinational perspective, notwithstanding occasional limitations, could 
add real value to a local operation. 
 
5.2.1.10 Conclusions on ‘ideas that travel’ 
While interviewees expressed a range of viewpoints, most appeared to agree that in most cases ‘good ideas travel well’, 
as long as due consideration is given to any local differences in values, media platforms, priorities and forms of 
expression which may be pertinent to consider at the implementation stage. Successful international campaigns and 
programs tended to vary more in the detail of their execution in different locations than in underlying strategies and 
objectives. 
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5.2.1.11 ‘Western’ PR in Asian settings 
The question of whether or not PR theory and practice developed in western nations is equally applicable to Asian 
nations, and the related question of whether or not human nature can be seen as universal, go to the very core of this 
research project. Opinions on these matters (raised in Question 16) were mixed.  
Interestingly, there was a tendency to agree with both propositions to some extent: (1) that PR theory and practice has 
evolved in western societies in ways that do not always take sufficient account of differences in national cultures and 
circumstances, but also that (2) there are fundamental aspects of human nature which remain universal.  
Wee (Singapore) was in no doubt that Asia was different in important ways and that this did matter: “I would say that 
the former is more true. I haven’t encountered any literature that is specifically focused on practice in Asia. But in my 
experience, if you are trying to adapt learnings and best practice from more developed markets, you may need to tailor 
it a lot.”  
In Ling’s (Singapore) view, there was difficulty generalising because of huge variations to be found according to areas of 
practice and the specific target publics and markets being addressed in these specialist fields.  For example, the 
orientation of the technology-practice within her consultancy was global, with only minor changes needed to suit the 
local market, as was the case also with with “B2B” (business-to-business).“But when you work in the consumer space, 
you have to make a lot of adjustments. Consumer sophistication varies greatly across markets, sectors and clients in 
Asia.” 
Blunt (Vietnam) was sceptical about the applicability of most PR theory in the “real world” – east or west: “Even if you 
are focused on western cultures a lot of the theory is useless, with or without cultural differences. I don’t know I hold 
the theories up as very useful.” Later, in response to a question about measurement of cultural differences, he qualified 
this position somewhat: “I discount it when people are just using big words to describe simple things – but I think that 
there’s a lot of value in understanding cultural difference. The essence of it (cultural difference) is true.” A clear example 
could be found in the Vietnamese language itself, which Blunt argued was “hard wired” with a respect for authority built 
into its structure, which needed to be borne in mind when conducting local PR activities. (For example, when speaking 
to a person in Vietnamese each statement is preceded by acknowledgement of the relationship between the speaker 
and the person being addressed - for example, “em” when speaking to a younger person, “anh” when speaking to a 
comparable or older man, “ba” for an older woman, “ong” for a very senior man, and so on. As Blunt remarked: “The 
pronouns shape everything.”) 
Waluyo (Indonesia) found himself caught in the middle on the two propositions. Cultural differences did matter in PR 
practice, but there were still some universal practices and propositions that remained relevant anywhere: “There are 
universal considerations that cross all boundaries.” An example was the decision of Johnson & Johnson to withdraw 
Tylenol (headache tablets) from retail shelves in the midst of a product tampering scare in the 1980s. “That was an 
example of something that would be good practice anywhere.” But Waluyo added there could still be a cultural context 
in the way the same actions needed to be explained in different locations. 
Nguyen (Vietnam) described herself in similar terms to Waluyo, as “standing in the middle”. In her words: “Since the PR 
industry came from the Western world, it is good to have a solid understanding of what it is all about. But you need to 
have cultural reference points too.” She was not aware of research conducted into how the “Asian point of view” may 
differ and what relevance it had for PR practice, and she saw this as a shortcoming in PR literature. The central 
importance of interpersonal relationships and of “saving face” were important anywhere in the world, but they were 
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most decidedly so in Asian cultures. In her own experience, Nguyen said many a problem in Vietnam could be solved 
more readily with a phone call or some socialising than would be the case in a western country where personal and 
professional boundaries were more clearly delineated: “The boundary between professional life and personal life is less 
clear here.” 
Somporn (Thailand) was particularly sanguine, observing that cultural influence from west to east had been around for a 
long time and that people in Asian countries were rarely discomfited when they encountered a different cultural 
outlook: “The world has been driven by western countries for many years. We’ve learned a lot from that. But I also 
believe that humans everywhere have much in common.” 
Hawke (Thailand) went further, not accepting that PR practice was fundamentally western-oriented at all. “I question 
that PR is just western-based. I think a good idea travels across borders.” But he acknowledged that some localisation 
was needed to “fine-tune” concepts and strategies. Rajeet (Malaysia) was equally confident that good PR practice was 
universal. While also conceding there might need to be certain tactical adjustments, Rajeet was adamant: “The practice 
of PR in the US and Europe can be used universally… The formula is the same everywhere.” 
Jose Fernandes (Philippines) agreed that there were universal principles of PR practice, but added that it was important 
to respect differing local sensibilities. These might not always be obvious to foreigners.  One such difference could be in 
humour. For example, he recalled a Manila television host who could not resist laughing aloud when a young boy 
performed a “sexy macho dance” for the cameras. While many viewers at home also laughed at the sight, telephone 
lines ran hot with complaint about the host “humiliating” the child, and people tweeted their displeasure, going as far as 
to demand removal of the host. Panicked, advertisers withdraw their support. Jose Fernandes said the host ultimately 
took leave for several months until the controversy blew over, returning later to host a different program. For all 
concerned, it had been a PR disaster. Fernandes felt that in some countries the incident might have passed with barely a 
ripple, but in the Philippines it had hit a raw nerve about the importance of kindness to children. It highlighted the 
importance of considering not just content but tone and manners – applying the right “local filters” at all times to ensure 
community sensibilities were respected. 
Chairat (Thailand) dug further into history, observing that public relations was, at heart, simply “communication 
amongst people” - something which had been going on for thousands of years. He noted that “Western logic” had 
imposed disciplines with specific names around age-old practices and packaged them into professions like medicine, PR, 
journalism and others. These had come to be explained in theories and books and people were now teachers in these 
fields. However, at heart the underlying principles were timeless and universal. Within this, he acknowledged a need to 
align communication approaches to suit the concerns of different population groups. “It all depends on who you talk 
to.” 
Mohamed (Malaysia) agreed on the universality of many principles of effective communication.  The Western approach 
to conceptualising them had simply been the dominant one in modern times, yet some of the foundations that 
underpinned “ethics” and “good professional communication” had origins which could be found at least as much in the 
east as in the west. She gave the example of Muslim codes of behaviour and traditional Buddhist and Confucian thinking, 
which all placed priority on conducting oneself well, meeting responsibilities to others, and showing decorum in public. 
While it was true that some Asian countries did not fully practise PR according to the Western model, Asia had its own 
long-standing traditions and customs around image-making and reputation-building: “In history the kings and sultans 
had their own brand of PR.” Even the prophet Muhammad had been, she observed, “a great storyteller”. 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) took the historical analysis further. While conceding that “a lot of the innovation” around 
contemporary PR practice had been done in the West “primarily because the West has been in the ascendancy for the 
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past 400 years”, the actual roots of effective communication to win hearts and minds ran deeper: “If you read Sun Tzu 
(610 BC) you will see that PR thinking has been around in the Chinese- speaking world for a long time.” (Sun Tzu wrote 
with insight about basic group leadership, persuasion and strategy, mainly from a military point of view, and his writings 
have been translated and re-popularised in the west in recent decades.) 
In more contemporary terms, Pryambodo noted that Maslow’s Law of Hierarchy had also “been around for a long time”. 
(Abraham Maslow [1943] wrote influentially about the key principles and priorities of human motivation once basic 
survival needs were met. Born in New York, Maslow was a child of humble Russian Jewish immigrants who had enjoyed 
little formal education from east or west.) 
The discussions about ‘Eastern versus Western’ thinking in PRCC practice suggest it is not a topic which lends itself to 
sweeping generalisations, in the view of most.  One way or another, most made clear they did not support statements 
suggesting PR was purely about Western-style business concepts and priorities and therefore not relevant to Eastern 
imperatives - but at the same time, some felt claims to the absolute universality of textbook PR concepts was perhaps 
too big a statement to make.   
If any broad consensus existed amongst respondents, it might be that some core elements of human nature that drive 
communication – say, a desire to influence others and win support for some goals and ideals - are indeed universal. They 
are not strictly the property of any one culture or tradition. The success of the great religions of the world, with their 
evident capture of hearts and minds in every corner of the globe for two millennia, perhaps attests to this. But most 
participants in this study exhibited an understanding of specific insights, priorities, values, nuances and emphases that 
still matter to communication and persuasion amongst different communities. There was perhaps, a barely articulated 
appreciation of the need to reconcile differing sets of values and worldviews to be found in both the east and west. 
(Arguably, an example might be seen in the so-called ‘Triple Bottom Line’ concept emerging from the late 20th century 
onwards, which has allowed the concerns of environmentalists and social reformers to be embraced to some degree by 
the business world. This partial ‘fusion’ of cultural preoccupations and values seems increasingly evident even in South 
East Asian societies. For example, see discussion of Corporate Social Responsibility activities in Malaysia, Chapter Two. ) 
 
5.2.1.12 Conclusions on east-west ‘divisions’ 
While Grunig (1992) may not have had any of this specifically in mind in the 1980s when formulating his concept of 
“two-way symmetrical communication”, open to influence in both directions, nor been thinking about how problematic 
was the process of working across societies with major differences in ‘power-distance’ ratios and other aspects of social 
interaction, as noted by Hofstede (1981, 2001, 2010), it would appear that Grunig’s ideal dialogue model leaves at least 
some room for such cross-cultural accommodations. Whether or not it leaves enough room remains open to debate: 
this group of practitioners did not provide definitive answers on the matter; rather, just fragmentary yet intriguing 
glimpses as to where some of the answers may lie. 
The broader question of whether all professional communication activity should be analysed purely within an 
instrumental, organisationally-focused context is not one which the current respondents were able to shed much light 
on either. Most indicated little passion for existing public relations theoretical models of any kind, let alone how they 
might be improved in a South East Asian context. Most did, however, concede that they regularly wrestled with how to 
find the ‘right’ balance between local, regional and global considerations in their working lives, as well as between their 
personal values and those of the people for whom they worked. By inference, at least, perhaps this represents some 
acknowledgement of frictions between the multiple paradigms within which their lives are being conducted. 
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5.2.2  The local and the personal 
Specifically local and personal insights were sought from participating practitioners, with the aim of determining the 
extent to which anecdotes, observations and personal outlooks might offer insights into the distinctiveness of 
professional operating environments. The qualitative data analysis uncovered five common sub-themes embedded in 
the interview data under the theme ‘The local and the personal’, which included the following sub-themes: ‘Local 
industry understandings’, ‘Enlightening anecdotes’; ‘Guiding considerations on the job’; ‘Who really benefits and does it 
matter?’; ‘Matters of conscience’; and ‘Major lessons learned’.  
They are discussed in detail as follows:   
 
5.2.2.1 Local industry understandings 
Having established that people from other countries often did not have much understanding of differences at the local 
level, respondents were asked whether the reverse was also true: Were cultural considerations “well understood in the 
practice of public relations here in this country” (Question 4)? Interviewees were generally more positive on this. 
Nguyen (Vietnam) contended that at the local level, PRCC practitioners often had a sound understanding of the most 
important cultural considerations on the ground, though this was not always shared by their multinational employers. A 
bigger issue for Vietnamese practitioners, however, was that not enough of them had a broad understanding of public 
relations at a global level, and the standards and practices which applied outside Vietnam. “Most of the PR people in 
Vietnam come from different backgrounds and not from PR. Most are not aware of cultural differences outside of 
Vietnam. They may have done a crash course but they don’t really understand what PR means” (Nguyen, Ho Chi Minh 
City). However, having recently moved into an academic role, Nguyen retained some optimism: “Some of our students 
are very receptive to Western concepts and principles. We (at an international university) encourage students to read 
both Vietnamese and Western media so they can see and understand the differences.” 
Somporn (Thailand) contended that the very nature of Thai practice was bound up in appreciation of local culture and 
how it differed from elsewhere, “not just how to interact with a target audience but also about understanding the media 
and the culture and traditions.”  Blunt (Vietnam) offered a similar view, that it was precisely because his multinational 
clients did not know much about local culture and expectations – and the fact that they realised this – that his agency’s 
counsel was valued: “I think it is a frontierland market.” Multinational clients recognised Vietnam as new territory unlike 
nearby Thailand, which had been open to Western business for much longer. “I think (foreign) people are prepared to 
admit they don’t know much.” Blunt echoed Chairat’s (Thailand) contention that having knowledge of a client’s national 
background was valuable in understanding exactly how the client might come to understand or misunderstand local 
needs: “I have reported a lot to Singapore and Hong Kong people. I understand their cultural frames of reference. I have 
the advantage of understanding that. But I’m lucky that in a frontier market (of Vietnam) people are still willing to admit 
they don’t know things, unlike say Thailand where foreigners tend to think they know it all.”  
Blunt added however, that local practice was hampered by poor professional standards amongst indigenous service 
providers. By way of example, he spoke ruefully of a Vietnamese public relations conference he had recently attended in 
which a speaker proudly talked of a “flashmob” organised on the roof of a city building to promote a sporting goods 
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brand. Leaving aside the fact that the activity did not fit the definition of a flashmob - a spontaneous gathering using 
online social media to share the venue and time details - Blunt said he was dispirited by “outrageous claims” made 
about the event having tripled product sales, without any data being provided to substantiate the claim. “Rarely can you 
claim total credit for results in this way.” Blunt spoke of another ‘case study’ in which a local practitioner proudly 
explained how he had made it harder for people to find information about a product contamination issue when 
conducting a Google search – using “reverse search optimisation”, which entailed technical manipulation of search 
algorithms to highlight flattering information and push less attractive information down in search engine results. Blunt 
said such examples were indicative of poor local professionalism, and a failure to understand that this was out of line 
with ethical practice expectations in other countries. 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) reported a high level of awareness of cultural factors amongst Indonesian practitioners - 
especially the differences which existed across the diverse Indonesian archipelago. “In Indonesia people do understand 
the importance of cultural considerations. They don’t always practice it well, but they are aware of its importance.” One 
of the contributing factors was an appreciation that after 32 years of firm rule by the Suharto government, policy had 
become too “Java-centric” and local voices elsewhere in Indonesia were not being heard. After the fall of Suharto, 
change came quickly. “As the political pendulum has swung and local provinces have developed stronger voices in policy 
making, differences have emerged.” These include changes to laws to ensure local customs were better respected with 
changes to the way dialogue was managed in some communities. One example was in Kalimantan- an Indonesian 
province (on the island of Borneo), where a law had been passed requiring anyone running for office to be a native of 
Kalimantan. “Because the pendulum has swung really rapidly, the local governments are more confident they know 
better at the local level. The national government says it is still a unitary country, not a federation – but they are still 
searching for a balance.” 
Pryambodo also noted that multinationals, including multinational agencies, had been slow to appreciate the diverse 
cultures, complexities and opportunities of Indonesia. But PR practice was now operating more healthily in Indonesia 
than it had for many years, as a largely indigenous industry. “I think where the PR profession here is concerned, it is the 
multinationals who have been led by Indonesians. (Until recently) the big boys have all been blind to Indonesia’s 
potential.” A recent awakening of multinational agencies to their need to be better represented in the huge growth 
markets of Asia had led to an “opening of wallets”, with many local PR consultant salaries doubling within 12 months as 
multinationals sought to buy up local knowledge and talent. The cultural and other knowledge of local practitioners was 
becoming prized. 
Wee (Singapore) saw her country as particularly well placed to appreciate cultural variation because of its cross-cultural 
origins and history as a meeting point between cultures, “…more so here than anywhere else”.  Jose and Raul Fernandes 
were similarly upbeat about the Philippines, noting its long-standing interplay of European and Asian cultures and strong 
links with the United States (which controlled the Philippines between 1898 and the Second World War). Raul Fernandes 
viewed multinational corporations such as Procter & Gamble; Shell; Johnson & Johnson; Caltex and others in the 
Philippines, as having demonstrated a sound understanding of how to use PR well within the Filippino cultural context. 
The Professional Practice Examples set out at Appendix I provide a more detailed examination of aspects of this. 
According to Jose Fernandes, however, there remains a level of cultural complexity that at times is still under-estimated 
by some foreigners: “It’s not just national culture but religions, regions, age segmentation and other things – it gets 
complex. If we are creating a blog (for example), we have to really understand all the cultural influences.” Raul and Jose 
Fernandes further discuss their views on the impact of social media on Filipino culture later in this chapter. 
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5.2.2.2 Conclusions on local understandings 
Overall, practitioners reported varying levels of understanding amongst their peers about cultural nuances in the 
countries in which they operated and the differences between their own countries and others. This ranged from a 
relatively naive parochialism reported for Vietnam, for example, through to an emerging level of sophistication in 
Indonesia, and a highly-developed level of cross-cultural insight claimed for the Philippines and Singapore. Again, broad 
generalisations about the region as a whole were not well supported by the practitioners interviewed. 
 
5.2.2.3 Enlightening anecdotes 
When asked, most interviewees offered engaging examples and anecdotes about personal experiences which they 
believed could offer useful insight into important aspects of local PR performance (Question 5). Indeed, most did so with 
evident enthusiasm, perhaps demonstrating the truth of claims by L’Etang (2011), Edwards and Hodges (2011) and some 
others that public relations can fruitfully be studied through a prism of story-telling. Some notable examples are 
summarised below. 
 
- Supporting local communities 
Both Jose and Raul Fernandes (Philippines) talked with pride about programs they had conducted which had enjoyed 
success precisely because they had accurately reflected local interests and circumstances. Two frequent elements, they 
explained, were recognition of the Filipino craving for inspirational figures and a high level of local appreciation for 
“unsung heroes” who made quiet sacrifices. These two themes relate to the high levels of devout Catholicism - including 
‘saint worship’, evident in the population. (See Chapter Two for further discussion of religion in the region.)  As an 
illustration, the Fernandes’ consultancy used these local cravings to advantage in two campaigns for major multinational 
clients: one for Hoechst Philippines, which gave awards to doctors working in rural areas – recognising the sacrifice 
made by physicians who opted to do it rather than take more lucrative opportunities elsewhere – and another, for 
Johnson & Johnson, recognising ‘Outstanding Midwives’ in the context of knowing that most childbirth and early 
childcare advice in the Philippines comes  from respected community-based  midwives. Another outstanding example 
could be seen in the establishment of an industrial complex for Exxon in the middle of a poor neighbourhood – 
welcomed warmly because it had been accompanied by a strong community relations program, which ensured that local 
people felt their voices were heard, their concerns addressed and real opportunities created for community involvement 
to develop new neighbourhood facilities. For more detail on this, see Apprendix I, Professional Practice Examples. 
 The lesson in all these cases, according to Jose Fernandes, was that “Filippinos are very warm hearted people. If they 
perceive you have helped the community, they will really support you.” 
 
- Being a “purveyor of good information” 
One of Ling’s (Singapore) experiences was that reality could confound expectations. Despite being almost a truism in 
Singapore to say that “government cannot be lobbied”, Ling had found this was not the case. “When I started out, I was 
told you cannot lobby the Singapore Government – it is closed. But it’s not true.” Ling argued it was more a matter of 
understanding the detailed machinery of government, how decision-making processes worked, and becoming a 
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“purveyor of good information”. While conceding that the Singapore Government “won’t approach people for feedback 
any more than necessary”, if an organisation could present itself as an honest broker, its views would be sought out. The 
greatest challenge was to make sure that genuinely useful insights could be offered to government when needed – a 
practice she described as “making sure the credibility piggy bank is as full as possible”. 
 
- Differences between international and local profiles 
Gaps between expectations and reality cannot always be closed easily. Mohamed (Malaysia) observed that in Malaysia, 
the expectations of some multinational clients were unrealistic. She gave her own anecdote of a foreign CEO of a leading 
international company  visiting Malaysia and wanting to “meet the media”. Yet his company lacked a high profile 
specifically within Malaysia and journalists therefore had little inclination to meet him. The fault in this case had been 
making the assumption that a strong international profile would necessarily mean strong media interest within every 
country of operation. Mohamed remarked, humorously, that she had needed to advise her client: “You are not 
Microsoft, la…”  (“La” is used conversationally to end many sentences in Singaporean English – with the practice 
sometimes adopted, semi-humorously, elsewhere in the region.) 
 
- Resistance to clear thinking and measured results 
Rajeet (Malaysia) reiterated that one of the most outstanding features of practice in Malaysia was its close attention to 
protocol and respect for hierarchy, yet without an equivalent level of attention to other aspects of communication. 
Mohamed (Malaysia) echoed this, remarking that lack of attention to objectives, strategic thinking, feedback 
mechanisms and meaningful evaluation, ranked amongst her greatest frustrations with Malaysian clients.  
 
- Having things in common does not mean being the same 
Pryambodo’s (Indonesian) personal experience had been that despite strong historical links between Malaysia and 
Indonesia in terms of culture, language and religion, it was a mistake to push the parallels too far. The two nations had 
their own senses of identity and some differences in collective outlook.  A good example of friction between the two 
countries could be seen in reports of poor treatment of domestic household workers from Indonesia working in 
Malaysia and a willingness of Indonesians to openly express their displeasure, even in professional situations. One of his 
staff had berated a potential Malaysian client with the warning that “this is not Malaysia where you can just snap your 
fingers and the media turns up… if you snap your finger in Indonesia the journalists will bite it off”. Pryambodo described 
such differences in outlooks as “a neighbourly divide”, adding that Indonesian journalists and editors were more likely to 
take pride in keeping Ministers and public officials at some distance than their counterparts in Malaysia: “There is much 
more media freedom in Indonesia. In Malaysia, the editors are off playing golf with the Ministers.”  
 
- The power of patience and quiet persistence 
Waluyo (Singapore/Indonesia) offered a powerful insight into the importance of quiet persistence over aggression for 
practitioners in Indonesia, drawing on his own personal experience. A trade body of foreign companies in Indonesia, 
upset at tight regulation by government, had embarked on an assertive lobbying campaign to achieve a more ‘even 
playing field’ between indigenous and foreign companies. They employed the services of a respected PR company famed 
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for its lobbying success in Europe and the US. A campaign in Indonesia ran over several months, including a vigorous 
media calls for fairer treatment of foreign companies. But the campaign failed dismally, Waluyo observed, largely 
because it was aggressive, confrontational, and expected results too quickly. His consultancy had eventually taken over 
the account and advised a different approach. This entailed more time, much less confrontation, and more effort to 
build rapport and relationships with legislators. With a more confidence-building, consensus-building style, and 
extensive use of respected third parties to endorse the project aims, progress began to be made after three years. See 
Appendix I, Professional Practice Examples, for more detail. 
Somporn (Thailand) similarly noted the value of patience. In the Thai context, her colleagues from overseas had often 
needed to learn to slow down and not expect immediate responses to their efforts to engage local stakeholders, 
including the media. Time and patience was the order of the day. Chairat (Thailand) made comparable observations. 
Simply taking the time to show interest in other people’s personal lives and situations could move things a long way, he 
said. For instance, rather than directly “bribing” journalists to attend events, it was customary in Thailand just to be 
considerate: “For example, if you have a press conference a long way from the city, we would try to arrange transport. 
Or if someone needs to go somewhere afterwards, we will give them a lift.” He spoke of helping a journalist associate of 
his to write his regular column, staying in touch on Facebook and joining an editor for informal birthday drinks, as 
examples of going beyond the minimum professional contact required.  Rather than expecting big results from any such 
actions, the Thai view simply gave emphasis to building a sound long-term relationship. However, Chairat conceded that 
this resulting closeness was not without occasional dangers: “You have to be careful that you do not allow it to become 
too personal. That can be hard sometimes.” 
 
- Aligning with local habits and capabilities 
Blunt reported from Vietnam that differences between Vietnamese and overseas journalists could sometimes be 
humorous and negatively affect the work of PR practitioners. He gave the example of a phone company client, which 
staged a press conference at a famous cocktail bar in the centre of Ho Chi Minh City, providing free drinks for all and 
adopting a blue theme. The event had included attractive young hostesses dressed in blue, blue product displays and 
blue cocktails and had a big turnout of around 40 journalists. Only one thing was missing: chairs. Blunt reported that 
Vietnamese journalists became discombobulated when they got out their notebooks but could find nowhere to sit. They 
had not previously encountered a stand-up press conference. Vietnamese reporters had long been accustomed to 
lengthy, turgid government conferences conducted like a formal ceremony: with rows of seats carefully placed, and 
sometimes lengthy slide presentations. “They were confused that a press conference could be like a cocktail party.” The 
awkward ‘cocktail press conference’ was a valuable learning experience for all involved. While acknowledging that 
Vietnamese media expectations had “loosened up a bit since then”, the episode nevertheless was a valuable reminder 
of the importance of finding the right balance between a touch of theatre and the need to stay within comfortable local 
expectations. 
Wee (Singapore) also said she had been obliged to vary her style from location to location, even within her own 
organisation, noticing differences between staff teams consisting of locals and teams which included individuals from 
different countries. “I adjust my approach between in-country teams. I can be more-friendly (sic) in some countries than 
others because they will value that more.” The way in which a local relationship was first established and by whom, 
could also be impactful in some cases. For example, Wee found in Thailand, when personally introduced to the local 
team by the CEO-a Thai national, it helped her get off to a much better start in being taken seriously and building a 
working relationship with local staff:  she was accepted as more than just another passing foreigner from out-of-town. 
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From her own pan-Asian perspective, Singapore-based Chin reported being struck by the extent of variation in event 
requirements from country to country, giving the example of her involvement in announcing the name change of 
Hewlett-Packard to the simpler ‘HP’ with the accompanying logo some years earlier. It was a simple change with a 
simple underlying rationale and message, but ihandled in different ways across the region. Iconic images used in the 
announcement were different in each country. There were also bigger problems getting journalists to attend in some 
Asian countries than others, due to practical matters such as distances to be covered and varying transport 
infrastructures. “In Singapore the press will just come, but in India it’s a much bigger issue to get Indian journalists to get 
to an event.”  Even local staff protocols created obstacles on occasion. “I’m used to just grabbing media kits and taking 
them with me. But in India, I was told I should leave that to workers (who do the carrying) – you don’t soil your hands.”   
Chin (Singapore) said she had to be careful when working in predominantly Muslim communities like Malaysia, with 
important differences in hospitality. “We’ll sometimes provide lunch, but if it is during Hari Raya (the local observance of 
Ramadan, the Muslim month of fasting during daylight hours) what do we do? Malaysia is a reasonably developed 
market but there are still such sensitivities you need to consider.” 
Judging the extent of local translation needs had been another issue for Chin. “Local translation of materials is very 
important in Indonesia but not in Singapore. In Thailand, you do need to localise materials.” Singapore authorities have 
long sought to ensure citizens can absorb information and perspectives from different cultures and languages, in 
contrast to some nations elsewhere in the region. But judgment calls were required at times even in Singapore. For 
example, if targeting particular communities such as the local Tamil or Malay media, it was necessary to produce 
translations of all materials intended for publication or broadcast, though any accompanying email correspondence 
could safely be written in English. Related telephone conversations could also be in English. 
 
5.2.2.4 Conclusions from personal anecdotes 
The above anecdotes indicate that most of those who have worked across national borders, across ethnic lines or with 
foreign clients, have had reason on occasion to pause and consider whether an approach that works in one place is 
necessarily the right thing to do in others - enjoying some revelatory and even humorous moments of enlightenment 
along the way. 
 
5.2.2.5 ‘Guiding considerations’ on the job 
When asked what kind of considerations “guide you most in deciding how you go about your own work” (Question 13), 
interviewees interpreted the question in a variety of ways, with a range of evident assumptions made about its meaning. 
Doing one’s duty by the client or employer came high on the list for many. In the words of Chin (Singapore): “You want 
to do your best for the company that is paying you.” Chin reported that her personal values had a big impact on her 
conduct; she believed in working hard, being willing to mentor people and putting in the effort to work with colleagues 
who may not always be readily cooperative. “I try to come across as a sincere person who just wants to get a job done.” 
Yet sometimes, one of her bigger challenges was to ensure the work could get done in a way that met the broader needs 
of the organisation- not just the needs of an individual or a business unit within the company pursuing its own agenda.  
Raul Fernandes (Philippines) pondered the question thoughtfully and at length: “From a business standpoint, obviously 
budgets play a role. But at the same time, we have said no to big projects that we have not believed in. You have to feel 
the product and company are worthy. If you have a good brand and a good product it makes it a joy to tell people about 
it.” He said he was also guided by the “paramount” need to satisfy all major stakeholders in a company. 
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Pryambodo (Indonesia) spoke in similar terms about having a responsibility to oneself and to clients: “Where [agency 
name] is concerned we have a system of values in which we don’t shortchange ourselves or our clients. Unless we 
provide value, we have no business taking their money. You give us the money, we give you the ability to get things 
done.” He was also driven by a desire to broaden employees’ and clients’ awareness and expectations: “Public relations 
often equals ‘media relations’ in this part of the world. When we get new recruits we drum it into them that media is 
only part of what we can do. We drum it into them that creativity is one of the cornerstones of what we do.” One of his 
agency’s proud catchphrases was: “Clear thinking – clean execution.” 
Blunt (Vietnam) also emphasised the need to dig deep enough to really “find out about your client and what they want 
to achieve”, and, at the end of any project, “asking if you gave it to them”. It was important to realistically consider 
“what tools you have in the toolbox” to deliver the results clients wanted, so you could assess at the outset if these ends 
would be achieved. By way of example, Blunt talked of the tight regulatory restrictions existing around alcohol 
promotion in Vietnam and his need to advise potential clients about what he could not do for them – then leave them to 
judge whether they still felt it worthwhile to proceed. “You must always be adding value – I don’t want to take money 
for nothing.”  
Chairat (Thailand) expressed a down-to-earth view about what guides him. This always started by developing an 
understanding the market position of the client, and asking “what they would like to do with this product, event or 
topic”. This allowed him to tailor a plan to meet well-defined objectives. Nguyen (Vietnam) was similarly down-to-earth 
about the need for a clear focus on goals. She would start out with basic questions: “I ask – Can we do it? Is it legal? 
Does it work for the target market?”  Somporn (Thailand) echoed a similar practical orientation: Did she have all the 
information she needed? Had she thought about the target audience? What was the key message? Waluyo 
(Singapore/Indonesia) was particularly concise as he claimed to be guided simply by “the challenge of the work” and a 
consideration of how that project would relate to the broader business goals of the client.   
Ling’s (Singapore) motivations seemed more strategic from a business-building perspective. She talked of her search for 
“interesting work”, and of always starting out on any new client relationship with questions which related to the future 
of her consultancy business: “Does it put me in touch with people who will have an impact on my business in future?  
Will they help expand our network?” She also talked about the imperative of finding work and clients that would be 
“helping us meet the challenge of evolving into the kind of business we’d like to be”. For Mohamed (Malaysia), the 
overriding question at the outset was always “How can I help this client do better in terms of promoting their business 
or communicating better?” Rajeet (Malaysia) also emphasised the “how” questions as being among his driving forces: 
“At the top of (my) mind is ensuring that the client’s expectations will be met.” In the end, survival in consultancy always 
came down to being able to meet client KPIs (Key Performance Indicators). Beyond that, “everything else is fluid”. 
However, it was also important to have the courage to give clients the advice they really needed- even if they did not 
accept it and be willing to walk away if necessary.  
Hawke (Thailand and Vietnam) talked about a strong desire to do award-winning work: “We want to have such an 
outstanding campaign that we will win an award for it.” He added that limitations on the client side or in available 
budgets sometimes stood in the way but it remained a powerful desire. And finally of course, “it must work – it must 
succeed.” Wee reported on somewhat bleaker imperatives. While trying to remain focused on broad objectives, she had 
learned the hard way that some of her bank bosses were only interested in superficial measures of success - even if they 
did not signify much in the final analysis. “Because I’m in a bank… my boss measures it in (media) coverage received. He 
doesn’t care if I have to sleep with someone. These guys are still very old-school.” 
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5.2.2.6 Conclusions about ‘guiding considerations’ 
Most interviewees demonstrated that practitioners in the region do not feel they have the luxury of allowing themselves 
to be driven primarily by considerations of personal philosophy or high principle. In a competitive, pressured, 
performance-oriented and results-driven profession, often confronted by demanding clients and employers, most were 
guided by more immediate considerations such as, quite simply, how to get results, and then how to prove they were 
getting these results. This advanced their careers or commercial interests– notwithstanding the fact that some conceded 
their pragmatic pursuits were tempered on occasion by more personal principles and values arising beyond the 
workplace. 
 
5.2.2.7 ‘Who really benefits and does it matter?’ 
Practitioners might be motivated in many ways – and perhaps de-motivated too. With this in mind, practitioners were 
asked whether it mattered much to them what the actual purpose of a PR program was, or who would benefit most 
from it (Question 20). This was examined under the sub-themes of ‘Practical concerns’, ‘A higher calling’, ‘Doing what’s 
necessary’, and ‘Shifting ground’, as follows. 
Interviewees tended to fall into three main camps: those whose concerns about purpose were primarily quite practical 
ones (for example, were the purposes clear and could they be achieved?); those whose concerns also embraced the 
question of what level of motivation they provided for teams to do a good job (for example, was there an uplifting 
community benefit that might be achieved along the way?); and finally those who tended toward pure pragmatism 
(primarily around profitability or kudos) or even fatalism (in blunt vernacular, “you just gotta do what you gotta do”). 
Some exhibited a mixture of all these considerations with both practical concerns and notions of a higher calling co-
existing at times. This is summarised below. 
- Practical concerns  
Those whose comments were most concerned with practicality and clear purpose were Mohamed (Malaysia), Somporn 
(Thailand) and Chin (Singapore). To Mohamed: “Purpose is very important. If I don’t understand it, I won’t do it. I have 
re-written briefs for clients on occasion so that I can understand it.” In Somporn’s words: “When we receive a brief from 
a client, the first thing we want to know is, What do we want to achieve and what do we want out of it?” The next step 
is to ensure she could understand who the audience is. And for her part, Chin offered: “Yes it (purpose) is important 
because you need to know what end goal we need to achieve.” 
 - A higher calling 
For Ling, motivation needed to embrace not just clarity of purpose but ideally, a level of intellectual challenge and 
altruism: “It’s always nice to work for a client or project that has an altruistic angle.” As examples, she cited a recent 
project to help in the re-integration of former prisoners back into society (see Appendix I, Professional Practice 
Examples) and others involving helping schools and producing educational benefits. She was happiest of all when 
undertaking work “that challenges the team and forces them to think”. Not only did this strengthen the team, it also 
helped “strengthen the [agency name] brand”. The one thing Ling conceded she did not particularly enjoy was  doing 
work that was purely “executional” – she actively sought out work which provided the opportunity to become involved 
at a higher level in strategic planning processes. 
For Hawke (Thailand and Vietnam), the purpose of any program was important. It created a good feeling to know one 
could make a difference to a client in need: "A lot of our clients have issues and challenges, so they need help.” In this 
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context, it was particularly satisfying to help a client find a better way forward through its difficulties. Yet he had 
occasional reservations about the interests he represented: “We tend to do more corporate work. But right now we’re 
pushing fast food. I’m not entirely comfortable with that - but we still do it.” Rajeet (Malaysia) was another practitioner 
who claimed to work better when he could see a broader benefit at stake beyond commercial gain: “It matters. If it is a 
tangible benefit for the community, it is a lot more motivating than B2B (business-to-business).” 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) talked of the positive motivation that came from making a real difference to his clients. “People 
don’t hire us because we look good. They use us because they want communications to help them achieve their 
objectives.” When a client was serious about this, Pryambodo said, “You can then do good work and make a difference”. 
On the other hand, when that ingredient was missing, it led to unsatisfactory relationships and no amount of client fees 
would compensate in the long run. “It won’t last – there’s no joy in taking it.” 
Waluyo (Indonesia and Singapore) also spoke of the satisfaction derived from achieving results in situations initially 
entered with trepidation, citing again the challenging Bank Mandiri privatisation project that involved a major persuasive 
effort. That he later came to be invited to speak on this matter at a government forum– with his work recognised as a 
pioneering case study of successful change management in South East Asia, gave him personal satisfaction. 
Raul Fernandes (Philippines) reflected on the pleasure he derived from working with any client to shape a program into 
something that might deliver benefits beyond that client. “Clients hire us for a particular reason. They want to be seen 
favourably by particular publics.” In the process of doing this however, Raul Fernandes said opportunities arose to do 
other worthwhile things; for example, work he had done for the Exxon Corporation to win community acceptance for a 
new solvents terminal to be located in a poor neighbourhood of Manila. By working closely with the community, needs 
were identified for some important new community facilities, which Exxon then funded – on condition there was 
grassroots community input into the development of these facilities. Exxon had been advised not just to hand over 
money but to enter into a more active dialogue and partnership. As well as identifying their local needs, community 
members provided labour and other input toward building and maintaining the new neighbourhood facilities. It evolved 
into an exercise in community empowerment amongst people who had not previously felt they could make any 
difference to their own community and living conditions and in return, they were willing to support the new terminal. 
Ultimately, it showed the community it had more power than it previously realised to negotiate and help change its own 
circumstances. (Appendix I provides further Professional Practice Examples from the Philippines.) 
 Raul Fernandes spoke with pride about other work his agency had done for Microsoft to help protect intellectual 
property rights. As a strong believer in intellectual property rights himself, and the support the client gave to nurturing a 
stronger “creative industry” in the Philippines, the progress made by the campaign had been satisfying. “I’ve got a lot of 
fulfillment from both projects. I could see the importance to communities.” 
 - Doing what’s necessary 
With his feet evidently well planted in pragmatic considerations, Blunt (Vietnam) maintained that the purpose of a 
program did not exercise him much one way or the other: “Assuming I’m not about to promote suicide or something 
grossly, hideously wrong, then I don’t mind. On the whole, you can’t wait only to work for companies you are passionate 
about.” Blunt remains open to work for most purposes and organisations, with only one rider: “assuming there is not a 
major ethical concern”. Blunt had earlier commented that there were three industries with particularly strong ethical 
issues to consider and had noted he would not work for one of them- tobacco. 
Wee (Singapore) appeared somewhat fatalistic on this matter as with some other topics, saying that she was “not 
particularly” exercised by the question of purpose in her work: “I do answer to a higher authority… even if I disagree 
with my boss that’s the reality. You can’t live in an idealistic bubble.”  
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 - Shifting ground 
Alone amongst those interviewed, Nguyen (Vietnam) admitted to having shifted some of her perspectives recently, with 
a big change of professional role from practitioner to PR academic. The move had led her to question some purposes 
and benefits of public relations more: “Because my boss wanted it that way I would do it. Now that I am here in 
academia, I would say that I question the purpose of each campaign. It’s not a bad thing to question. I have seen a lot of 
bad PR campaigns that are a waste.”If she was to return to industry practice one day, she would give much greater 
attention to effectiveness and measurement than in times gone by. The worst outcome of all was a PR program that 
benefited no one at all, and there were too many of those. 
 
5.2.2.8 ‘Matters of conscience’ 
Interviewees were asked whether they had ever experienced concern that a program or campaign they were working on 
would cause harm in some way (Question 23), and if so what they had done about it (Question 24).  The responses, as 
usual, were mixed, with some interesting examples given of ethical dilemmas that had been confronted. These were 
analysed and grouped under the theme ‘Matters of Conscience’ as follows: 
Somporn (Thailand) recalled once being asked to write an ‘advertorial’ for a client which included an attack on a 
competitor: “I did it but I didn’t enjoy it.” Waluyo (Indonesia) recalled a client who had wanted him to threaten the 
media: “If you say bad things about us, we’ll withdraw our advertising.” Waluyo was troubled about the direction the 
client was taking and told him so. He also recalled having had difficulty “managing expectations” in a particular crisis 
situation involving activist stakeholders of one of his clients, and how challenging it had been to persuade all sides to be 
more fair and reasonable with each other. 
Singapore-based Wee, continuing her ongoing theme about internal corporate dissonance, was emphatic: “Yes, 
absolutely”. For her, matters of conscience had more often related to internal issues than external ones: “I’ve had 
massive clashes with my boss over how we are managing the team and setting objectives. My boss has no idea about 
who you should be speaking to and what the demographic is.” Her own expertise was often not accepted- at least not 
immediately to her face. “Most of the time I will butt heads with my hiring manager, my boss and I make sure I say my 
piece… I often have to give way, but (then) my boss will often respond (more positively) in a longer term way.” While 
recognising a need for management hierarchy, Wee observed that “top-down” management attitudes often did not lead 
to positive outcomes for PR programs. 
Raul Fernandes (Philippines) conceded that he had on occasion, found ways to “politely excuse” himself from work he 
had been invited to undertake in the Philippines, on the grounds that he was not comfortable with it. “I say our plate is 
full or give some other polite excuse.” An example was a company which owned a boatload of chemicals that had 
exploded and sank and which had then wanted PR support to deal with its ensuing reputation crisis. The chemicals had 
initially been placed on the boat illegally. “My conscience would not allow me to work for them and help them get away 
with action that was not right.”  
Raul Fernandes had also shied away from political accounts. “I tried it once, but quickly terminated it because political 
work can be very corrupt, especially in this country with careers at stake and fortunes at stake.” He recalled knowing 
effective PR operatives who had involved themselves in politics and then one day simply “disappeared”, never to be 
seen again. Fernandes had declined to make payola payments to media columnists. More cheerfully, he observed that 
he had been willing to help some friends with their personal communication campaigns over the years, in a strictly 
private capacity outside of his consultancy business, when he had felt they were “doing something good for their city”. 
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Pryambodo (Indonesia) had no hesitation in conceding that he often had to weigh up potential harm considerations in 
deciding what work to take on: “All the time, actually. One of our biggest clients is a tobacco brand… I don’t know there 
are any easy answers.” While it was not possible to be too selective if one wanted to stay in business, he was willing to 
walk away on occasion: “There are times when we have walked away from opportunities presented by politicians. When 
conditions are not there (for success) with crisis management, we’ve walked away. Your reputation is on the line. No 
matter how good the money is, we’ll walk away. When the morale of the team starts to take a beating, it’s a good time 
to get out.” 
Chairat (Thailand) talked somewhat cryptically about being troubled by a campaign involving religion that a potential 
client wanted him to take on. He admitted to having some anxiety that any such work would need to be pursued “very 
carefully”. 
Blunt (Vietnam) felt fortunate not to have got caught up in any projects in Vietnam that he felt would cause real harm: 
“I’ve had lots of projects over the years I’ve been ambivalent about… but I’ve never found myself in the middle of a 
campaign and found out something bad.” But he was confident he would be capable of walking away in such a situation 
did arise. 
Nguyen (Vietnam) again expressed her distaste at media coverage that was “bought” in Vietnam and how she had been 
obliged to become involved in the process during some previous employment. “It was scary to see that we could so 
easily manipulate the media.” She now looked back on crisis management situations earlier in her career and 
questioned some of the tactics used and whether they had really been “ethical and appropriate”. One example was a 
case of electrocution in which a child had died. While feeling sure that it was not because of any fault in the electrical 
product with which the child had come into contact manufactured by her employer, she nonetheless discovered in her 
research that product safety was not all that it could be. There was at least one positive outcome: “They became much 
more careful about product quality after that.” Nguyen had been obliged to attend court proceedings about the death 
and had “felt a lot of discomfort” about the whole situation. In the end, these and other negative experiences were 
amongst her motivations for moving to academia. Practitioners could not absolve themselves from all responsibility, but 
their responsibility could be hard to exercise: “The career is mine so I have to deal with it. The work is mine so I just have 
to get on with it.  (But) it’s really difficult as PR is a small part of any organisation and you need a lot of involvement from 
others to fix things.” 
Ling (Singapore) had not been afraid on occasion to reject potential client work in Singapore: “There was an opportunity 
to work for a large plantation owner. We have turned it down more than once, for purely ethical reasons.” She said her 
agency performed “due diligence” on potential clients to ensure that in the process of helping others’ reputations, the 
agency would not damage its own: “We have a test.” She did not elaborate further. 
Mohamed (Malaysia) recalled declining clients when a brief had not made enough sense to her. For example, a potential 
client had wanted to establish an industrial plant in a particular part of Malaysia, offering the rationale that it would 
create many local jobs. But it was clear to her that the area lacked the kind of infrastructure needed to attract job-
seekers of the kind the company claimed it would attract. The proposal simply did not add up, so she declined the offer. 
Mohamed said she had on occasion withdrawn from work already started, but declined to specify the circumstances of 
this.  Her fellow Malaysian, Rajeet, was apparently more fortunate, reporting that he had never once been faced with a 
scenario which had caused him anxiety about potential harm. Hawke in Bangkok, notwithstanding reservations about 
some current work for a fast food client, maintained he would not be afraid to decline work “if it will harm the business 
in the long run”. 
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Chin (Singapore) felt fortunate to work in the insurance industry, where accusations of harm were less likely to be made 
than in many other sectors: “It’s not affected me in my industry. Maybe if I worked in the oil industry or something like 
that it would be more of an issue.”   
 
 
5.2.2.9 Conclusions about ‘doing harm’ 
In their reflections on the matter of ‘doing harm’, the practitioners interviewed gave rarely heard and candid insights 
into some of the moral ambiguities and uncertainties practitioners can find themselves confronting in their roles as 
‘mouthpieces for hire’. The reassuring comments of some practitioners may give rise to conjecture about whether there 
may be a level of denial present in claims that they have never found themselves on the morally wrong side of a serious 
issue.  A cynic might suggest that comments could have been affected by the ‘social desirability effect’ of wanting to 
sound virtuous. Yet at the same time, it is also quite conceivable that some practitioners might happen to be luckier than 
others in regard to what was asked of them. Either way, it is rare to hear such open and unguarded reflections from 
practitioners on matters of this kind, anywhere in the world. In that respect, this part of the research project proved to 
be one of the most refreshing and fruitful in regard to the level of candid insights  gleaned into the kind of ‘real world’ 
scenarios faced by public relations practitioners in South East Asia.  
 
5.2.2.10 ‘Major lessons learned’ 
When asked whether there were any outstanding ‘lessons’ they had learned which came readily to mind from their 
years of professional practice (Question 15, a diverse range of responses were volunteered, often with a tendency 
toward aphorism. They are reported below under the sub-themes  uncovered during the data analysis: Honesty; 
Preparation;  Managing expectations; Good communication practices; Personal business philosophy; Getting one’s own 
house in order; Patience and resilience;  and The power of humour. 
These are outlined in detail below. 
- Honesty 
In the aphoristic words of Jose Fernandes (Philippines): “If you are going to do something you must do it well.” For Blunt 
(Vietnam):  “Be honest with everyone, for all the reasons that’s good – but also the perils of being caught out are so bad. 
You’ve got to show transparency, honesty, openness… Don’t treat your clients as stupid. Respect the culture and climate 
you operate in. Sometimes it comes back to knowing when to knock on the door and when to blow the windows in… 
You must take responsibility for keeping yourself abreast of what is happening.” And, for good measure: “If anything 
goes wrong, it’s always your fault.” 
- Preparation 
Chairat (Thailand) had concluded that 50 per cent of the success of his work was always based on good preparation. 
“The rest is open to outside factors which can’t always be controlled.” Examples of uncontrollable factors included 
journalists not confirming their expected attendance at events or confirming to attend but then not coming and other 
circumstances concerning information or undertakings received that simply did not pan out as expected. “There are 
often changes at very short notice, so you need a Plan A, a Plan B, even a Plan C… PR is about preparation, preparation, 
preparation, practise, practise, practise... The new generation often does not understand why it takes so long.” Chairat 
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often took more time than other people to write an email, to ensure he did it well and would be fully understood by the 
recipient: “I invest lots of time doing it to save time in the future.” 
- Managing expectations 
Waluyo (Indonesia and Singapore) was eminently practical: “Most important is managing expectations. It’s increasingly 
difficult because the nature of our clients and the competitiveness in our industries makes that a real challenge. People 
want to outdo their competitors and it creates huge challenges.” He reflected on what he saw as the shortening 
attention spans of young people in the 21st century - including PR consultancy recruits – and the challenges of nurturing 
young talent and giving realistic expectations. He had learned that one of the most important ingredients for success in 
developing the skills of new consultants was to find people who had a combination of passion and patience: the passion 
to do a good job, but the patience to deal with high levels of frustration, delay and complication along the way. “The 
pressure is intense, the hours are long so you must really have the passion for it.” Waluyo added that he had learned it 
was always time well spent, in the long run, to nurture and encourage the best interns. 
- Good communication practices 
Wee (Singapore) thought one of the greatest lessons she had learned was that good communication practice still 
requires real personal interaction. “It’s still very much a people business, both in journalism and PR… I get disappointed 
when journalists send a list of questions by email. You get no real insight from that – it’s all very clinical and corporate.” 
Her Indian colleagues told her that working relationships were much more personalised in India and joked that her 
Indian colleagues said they “must go to bed with the people they work with”. In contrast, Singaporeans were tending 
increasingly to message each other instead of meeting. They chatted online and sent emails, but this was often 
insufficient. “The technology really interferes with the directness and colour of communication. People coming into the 
industry need to be properly trained so they can get beyond that, and offer greater depth. 
- Personal business philosophy 
Ling (Singapore) offered her own personal business philosophy: “If you look after your people then they will look after 
your clients, and then the business will look after itself.” She added, with a note of regret: “Most agencies don’t fulfill 
that.” 
Rajeet (Malaysia) also talked in simple, direct terms: “You need to be straightforward with your client. Don’t over-reach 
yourself.” He experienced difficulty when he started out in public relations five years ago “figuring out what to do for 
clients”, but had since developed a stronger and more hard-headed sense of realism about what could be achieved with 
the time and money available. 
For Nguyen (Vietnam), one of the most valuable lessons learned in PR was the importance of being able to be honest 
and even say sorry when necessary: “When you do PR you have to be honest. We (in previous PR roles) escaped a lot of 
crises and negative publicity because we were honest with journalists and other people involved. It was especially true 
with my work in life insurance. People don’t understand it well. I sometimes had to explain the difficult truth.” A fear of 
having to pay legal compensation when things went wrong sometimes got  in the way of the desire to apologise over 
incidents and lawyers still tended to counsel silence or denial at all times. Nguyen felt it was worth finding ways to show 
regret and concern even when legal issues are pending. 
- Getting one’s own house in order 
Mohamed (Malaysia) said one of the most important of all lessons she had learnt was that client organisations needed 
to get their own houses in order internally, before they could go out and make a good impression on the world. If 
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products were not right or if employees were not motivated and knowledgeable, then the efforts spent promoting 
companies and products could be wasted: “Sometimes their own people don’t know what’s going on.” She had often 
needed to help companies understand the potential roles of their employees as “ambassadors” for the brand, and to 
appreciate that positive word-of mouth-communication among the personal networks of employees could be one of a 
company’s most valuable assets. People naturally talked about where they work, and with this in mind they should be 
able to say good things. 
- Patience and resilience 
Somporn (Thailand) observed that some of her most valuable life lessons had been based on understanding the 
importance of patience and resilience: “Learn to be a good listener and to be patient. PR is very stressful, with a lot of 
pressure. There’s pressure from the client, pressure from the media, pressure from deadlines.”  One of the best ways to 
deal effectively with this pressure was to make every effort to “start with a good understanding” of each matter was 
going to entail in the fullness of time. 
- The power of humour 
Pryambodo (Jakarta) demonstrated a particular love of aphorism and alliteration, to the extent that his consultancy at 
one time published a booklet of aphorisms to entertain and inform readers about its distinctive approach to business. 
Maxims drawn from its pages include:  When explaining proposals - “Make anything complicated sound simple, anything 
simple sound important.”  When dealing with colleagues - “Talk more, email less.” (It added in fine print: “Yahoo IM is 
much better. He he he.”) In the marketplace - “Lead, follow, or get out.” And, in regard to chasing new business - “We 
don’t pitch” (Often to be declared, the booklet noted, with a silent “bitch” at the end - and best reserved for “clueless” 
PR or marketing executives calling around to PR firms to ask them to pitch for projects that have vague objectives, no 
clear budgets and a mistaken belief that PR will fix all their problems.) Pryambodo evidently enjoyed the morale-
boosting power of humorous maxims of this kind for his own consultancy team working under pressure – and for the 
help it might give to keep staff focused on truly productive activity. 
 
5.2.2.11 Conclusions about ‘lessons learned’ 
When prompted, most practitioners were readily able to quote professional ‘lessons’ of one kind or another that they 
have learned on the job, with many having similar messages at the core.  Many of these lessons centre around the need 
to understand what is really the problem at hand, to demonstrate tangible results at the end of any project, to stay 
relevant in rapidly changing circumstances, to manage stress effectively, to promote realistic expectations, and to stay 
resilient in the face of all manner of pressures which may create strong temptations to surrender one’s standards and 
principles. 
 
 
5.2.3 Theory versus practice: Strategies, tools and tactics 
 
Practitioners were pressed to reveal more about where they had acquired their own PR knowledge and expertise, and 
what they felt about the relationship between theories taught in the academy and their own lived experience. Their 
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responses are summarised below under the theme ‘Strategies, tools and tactics’. They were further analysed under the 
sub-themes of ‘Sources of PR knowledge’, and ‘The gap between theory and practice’.  
 
5.2.3.1 Sources of PR knowledge 
Asked about where they considered they had learned most of what they know about PRCC practice (Question 6) – and 
whether or not this included formal PR or communications education (Question 7) - the responses from interviewees 
tended to overlap and merge somewhat. 
In regard to where practitioners felt they had learned most of what they knew about PRCC practice, respondents gave a 
variety of answers, though with few attributing much - if any - of their professional knowledge to formal studies.  Many 
answered in similar terms: “Real life knowledge.” (Chin, Singapore) “On the job.” (Wee, Singapore)  “Partly from my 
(early) career in journalism… (And) my time at Ogilvy (PR) – three years – was very important” (Pryambodo, Jakarta). 
“Doug Wright – my first boss, at Ogilvy PR.” (Blunt, HCMC)  “On the job – totally” (Rajeet, Kuala Lumpur). The opinions 
expressed under the theme ‘Sources of knowledge’ can be further discussed under the sub-themes of: ‘A mix of 
experiences’, ‘Academic backgrounds’, ‘Academic training and practical experience’,  ‘Moving from journalism’, 
‘Journalism and business’, and ‘Lagging behind the world’.  
- A mix of experiences 
A few participants gave more mixed views about their experiences. Waluyo for example, attributed some of his 
professional foundations directly to his multinational agency employer for which he had worked in two locations, and 
spent time at its “University” in New York where corporate headquarters was based. But he acknowledged that lessons 
in stakeholder engagement were also learned as an employee of the Asia Foundation and through formal studies at the 
Masters level in Organisational Communication, including some academic studies in mass media. This complemented his 
initial degree majoring in economics. Waluyo was glad to have enjoyed a mixture of business, finance and administration 
studies or “hard science”, as well as his later communication studies and “Not just spin.” Time at another major 
international PR agency had also helped him hone his professional knowledge. When hiring, Waluyo favouring people 
from a mixture of backgrounds including areas such as engineering and banking – not just communication. “It’s good to 
have diverse backgrounds.” The same could be said of ethnicity. In Indonesia, Waluyo saw value in having non-
Indonesians and Indonesians working together, due to the insights each could bring to the other. 
- Academic backgrounds 
Both Wee and Chin in Singapore, reported hybrid academic backgrounds, eventhough with Wee‘s foundation was built 
more directly on communication practice. She had completed an undergraduate degree in communication in her home 
country of the Philippines, focused on Mass Communication (a recognised academic discipline in the US and parts of 
Asia) before starting a career in journalism and moving into corporate communication work in Singapore. (She has since 
moved once more, after her interview, to New York to pursue further studies in business journalism for television, 
having become disillusioned with PR practice.) Chin began somewhat differently, majoring in economics and English 
language, before starting her first job in an advertising agency. She later moved across into corporate communications, 
completing a PR traineeship and bolstering her knowledge of professional practice by joining the International 
Association of Business Communicators (IABC).  
Blunt (Vietnam) believed the composition of formal degree studies could create a useful point of difference for those 
entering the PR workforce. He had sought to do this himself as a young man when completing undergraduate studies in 
management majoring in marketing, in Adelaide, Australia. Blunt deliberately loaded up his final year with optional 
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studies in information technology (IT) subjects, so that when he graduated, he could be seen as having some 
groundinmg in IT as well as management and marketing.  He exploited this to advantage to find work in consultancies 
that had IT clients. Blunt spoke with particular respect for the encouragement and practical guidance he had received 
from one of his PR lecturers in Adelaide- Joy Chia, with whom he remains in contact.  
- Academic training and practical experience 
Nguyen, also in Ho Chi Minh City but originally from Hanoi, had benefited from Masters studies in Communication 
Management undertaken in Sydney, Australia, but added that “definitely” most of the knowledge most valuable to her 
had come from working in industry back in Vietnam. “The things that I learned in Australia gave me a very good 
framework, but when I came back here I had to unlearn and relearn a lot of things.” She attributed much of this need for 
re-learning to the early stage of evolution of PR practice in Vietnam. “Australia is a lot more advanced in the PR world. 
Here in Vietnam we are just babies starting to learn.” She added that even amongst businesspeople in Vietnam who did 
have some knowledge of international-style PR practice and what it could do, there was an unfortunate tendency to 
over-estimate it as “a miracle to overcome all of a company’s problems”.  As an example, she cited the time she worked 
for an insurance company when it was receiving hostile media coverage about its handling of claims following a natural 
disaster in central Vietnam. “Management was very upset because we paid a lot of money for PR and media, and (they 
believed) this should have kept the media silent.” Nguyen admitted her decision to give up industry practice and move 
into an academic role had been at least partly motivated by a desire to escape such unrealistic employer expectations 
and to better prepare a new generation of practitioners who could operate at a higher level of strategic and ethical 
thinking. 
During her interview, Somporn did not specifically mention that she had completed formal communication studies in 
Thailand, preferring to emphasise her on-the-job learning. But later, when prompted, she added that she had studied 
Mass Communication at undergraduate level at Chiang Mai University and was currently pursuing an MBA qualification 
part-time. (Her New Zealand-born employer spoke with evident admiration for Somporn’s exceptional modesty about 
her credentials and strong ethic toward professional development and self-improvement.)   
Like Somporn, Chairat in Bangkok gained formal undergraduate grounding in PR, which he described as having been of 
some importance - but like others, emphasised that what he had learned about PR practice had been “70-80 per cent on 
the job”, first in the food and service industries for four years, later in another consultancy, and then in his current one.  
Raul Fernandes (Philippines) attributed much of his professional foundation to a strong undergraduate education, with a 
social sciences and humanities focus at a Jesuit university - something shared by his son Jose, who followed him into the 
family-run consultancy business. He gave further credit to his excellent early mentors, including local PR industry 
pioneer Joe Carpio, who favoured hiring “economics graduates who could write”.  After five years of workforce 
experience and travel to New York, Raul found another Jesuit university in Fairfield, Connecticut, offering a postgraduate 
program through its Center of Corporate and Political Communications, where he strengthened his formal PRCC 
credentials with studies that had a more practical orientation. As Raul and his family moved throughout his career 
through different parts of the Philippines, to the US and later to Hong Kong, son Jose grew up in a multi-cultural way, 
experiencing a wide range of social environments - something which had helped shape his professional versatility. 
Recalling his childhood, Joes observed: “One day I’d be talking to people from farms – the next day talking to the 
children of CEOs. I realised that what you say can be understood differently by different people depending on their 
backgrounds.” More than anything else, Jose attributed his PR foundations to the fact that he “grew up in it”, but added 
that a short course he completed in the UK in 1996 had also been useful. 
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- Moving from journalism 
Hawke confessed that at the outset of his career he “didn’t like conventional PR”. He had begun work as a journalist in 
Chicago at the age of 16, but over time had wanted to do something “more commercial”. Coming to Asia in his early 20s, 
and to Vietnam and Thailand in particular, his eyes were opened to ways in which he could combine his communication 
interests and skills in the commercial world. He had remained in the region ever since. Ling, likewise, began a career in 
journalism, in Singapore, spending time as a foreign correspondent in Egypt before she “stumbled into PR by accident” 
10 years later. This had influenced her hiring practices: “I don’t believe in only hiring PR graduates. It’s important for 
people in PR to see themselves as information traders and this requires having the widest view.” She described what she 
had seen of PR and communications theory as being “very involved” and that “a lot of it is backward looking rather than 
forward looking”. (Later she wryly observed that academics tended to be “very good at telling people what was 
happening yesterday”.) And her final observation: “I find the best books done in the communication area are from fields 
like economics and management theory. What many people don’t understand from communication schools is that you 
are not doing communication for its own sake – it is for business objectives.”  
- Journalism and business 
Rajeet in Kuala Lumpur, also said he had learned most about PR “on the job”, after studying political science and 11 
years working as a journalist. In his work he saw it as an advantage “not to have a PR background”, given that his work 
was mostly focused on media relations “profiling people and companies in the media”. Also from Kuala Lumpur, 
Mohamed reported that her original study foundations were not in PR but in business but she had since sought to build 
her knowledge of international best practice through involvement in professional associations including the 
International Public Relations Association (IPRA) and the local PR body, the Institute of Public Relations Malaysia (Institut 
Perhubungan Raya Malaysia). Most recently, Mohamed has begun Masters studies in strategic communication, through 
distance learning and regular visits to a university in the United Kingdom, eschewing the offerings of Malaysian 
universities.  
- Lagging behind the world 
Like some others, Mohamed (Malaysia) observed a “huge gap” between PR practice in her working world and what is to 
be found in local teaching about public relations. It had simply not kept up enough with the world: “What I have seen of 
some local curriculum is that it is very out of date.” Scant reference to digital media and lack of attention to evaluation, 
were two key examples. Also: “There is so much emphasis on events here (in Malaysia). A monkey with a checklist can 
run an event – but it’s a strategic thinker who has to do the checklist.” Local PR studies and practices were “too tactical”, 
even with the newer Mass Communication studies on offer. This was one reason she had opted to undertake further 
studies in the UK rather than Malaysia. In Mohamed’s view, Malaysian PR studies need to link more to management 
theory - including authors like Peter Drucker (2001) - and give more emphasis to “what you want to achieve”. In short, 
while not antipathetic to those with PR academic backgrounds, Mohamed was unenthusiastic about the way the 
discipline was being taught and practised in her part of the world. 
 
5.2.3.2 Conclusions about PR knowledge 
Right across the ASEAN region, practitioners were seen to express views which ranged from the dismissive - seeing 
formal PR and communication study as simply “not relevant” - through to being mildly positive in regard to the role 
played in their own success. Overall, a much greater degree of credit was given to the value of what had been learned in 
the workforce, both inside and outside the profession, even amongst those who had enjoyed formal PR or allied studies. 
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Amongst those both with and without formal communication foundations, direct ‘experiential’ learning was seen to 
trump any academic exposure.  
Interviewees were mostly silent on whether university study programs which incorporated practical internships could 
make a difference to such shortcomings. Blunt (Vietnam) noted he’d been willing to take on Vietnamese student interns 
most semesters, but often found these Communication students to be “over-protected” and not sufficiently prepared 
for the toughness of the real world of professional practice.  
 
5.2.3.3 The gap between theory and practice 
Amongst those interviewees who had undergone formal studies in PR or related fields, consideration was given to the 
further question of what differences they had found between the academic theory and the practical realities in their 
working lives (Question 8).   
Raul Fernandes (Manila) said he had appreciated the practical relevance of what he had learned in his postgraduate 
program at Fairfield University in Connecticut, including the fact that proximity to New York made it possible to find 
good industry guest lecturers. Jose Fernandes’ (Manila) experience indicated that a bigger gap existed between what 
was taught internationally and what could be found in the different landscape of the Philippines. The dimensions of PR 
difference in the Philippines included its culture, religion and level of economic development. 
“PR education is not well established here (in the Philippines). Since PR has become popular, some institutions have 
established ‘Mass Comm’ departments, including PR. But only a handful are doing PR in a big way.” This situation, and 
the absence of good local textbooks, was one of the motivations behind a group of PR industry veterans, including Raul 
Fernandes, banding together to produce their own book of PR reminiscences. This book, How to Succeed in PR (Virtusio, 
2007) is the source for some of the Professional Practice Examples provided in Appendix I. 
The views expressed by the interviewees, under the theme of ‘The gap between theory and practice’  can be further 
categorised under the sub-themes of ‘Advantages of journalistic experience’and ‘Academic preparation vs practical 
experience’,  as summarised below.   
 
- Advantages of journalistic experience 
Wee elaborated on her earlier suggestion that journalism graduates often had a good foundation to move into other 
areas of communication. There were “a lot of good reasons” why effective communication practitioners often began in 
journalism: “They (journalists) are curious, and like looking for answers. It’s served me well.” She added, however, that 
there were now “way too many PR people” in the market and “way too many journalists”, who would readily accept PR 
content without question. “There are not enough sharp journalists who really know their stuff.”  
 
- Academic preparation vs practical experience 
Blunt was philosophical about the gap between academic preparation and practical reality. “It’s the same in any field. 
The day to day realities for any practice seldom reflect the academic world.” But in his Vietnamese experience, he was 
critical of industry experts attending RMIT University Vietnam who would “molly-coddle” the university’s Professional 
Communication students. “I try to be really blunt about what to expect. There is such a big divide between classroom 
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learning and what the job entails. All the books in the world don’t prepare you for your first angry client or for a corrupt 
journalist.” (Attempts by some universities to involve people such as Blunt in their workplace preparation for students 
and provide practical industry internships - as does RMIT - might be seen as a worthwhile effort to reduce such 
shortcomings.) Nguyen, with her recent experience on “both sides of the fence”, conceded the difficulty of closing the 
gap between theory and practice in an academic environment and the fact that students sometimes suffered from 
hostile employer attitudes. With evident consternation, she recalled a recent discussion with a student who had been 
berated at her internship interview by an employer demanding to know “why the university was focused so much on the 
macro level rather than the micro level” of practical skills needed by graduates. 
 
5.2.3.4 Conclusions on ‘the reality gap’ 
The so-called ‘reality gap’ between theory and practice is a perennial one in university academic programs linked to 
specific professions. Academics - especially those from industry backgrounds -are often acutely aware of industry 
concerns about the claimed unreadiness of graduates to face the “real world” of professional practice. But the tensions 
between both camps may be partly due to the underlying assumptions of each side being mutually misunderstood. 
Whilst universities know they cannot be heedless of the job destinations of their graduates, they will rarely accept that 
their role is just to be job training centres providing practical skills. Even the most flexible and responsive university - if 
such a thing were to exist - would want to offer broader foundations for ongoing learning and critical thinking. Yet 
equally, even the purest of ‘ivory tower’ academics would surely not wish graduates to be condemned to poverty and 
vocational irrelevance outside the university gates. But with unsympathetic characterisations to be found on both sides 
of the discussion, often polarised at simplistic extremes, it can be difficult to find the common ground to address valid 
concerns about workforce readiness. 
The second major criticism by some interviewees - that universities and colleges are simply out of date with their 
curriculum in the light of major changes to media, technology and society - is a harder one for universities to defend. As 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) noted, somewhat caustically, “Professor Grunig is still being wheeled out” as the first and last 
word on PR theory in too many places: “Most of that was 30-40 years ago now.” His words were echoed by Mohamed 
(Malaysia), who spoke passionately about her belief that Malaysian PR education desperately needed to “get a make-
over” to make it more engaging and relevant to 21st century learners.  It is to be hoped that research projects like the 
current one can play at least a modest part in assisting with any 21st century ‘make-overs’ of public relations scholarship 
as it relates to this region. 
 
 
5.2.4       Power, politics and professionalism 
Interviews conducted for this study sought to explore where practitioners placed themselves in regard to issues of wider 
ethical and social significance, including the role of professional associations and their ethical codes, and the roles 
played by matters such as politics and gender relations in their profession. The opinions expressed by the participants 
fell under the following common sub-themes:‘The value of professional associations’, ‘Ethics’, ‘Codes of conduct’, ‘The 
importance of politics’, ‘How politics affects choice of work’, and ‘Gender issues’, with a number of further subsidiary 
sub-themes under some of these as well.  
These are summarised below. 
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5.2.4.1 The value of professional associations 
Some opinions expressed about academic qualifications and industry relevance spilled into the topic of professional 
associations and what role they had in maintaining the knowledge base of PRCC practitioners (Question 9), amongst 
respondents including Pryambodo (Indonesia), Chin (Singapore) and the two Fernandes (Philippines).  Some such as 
Somporn (Thailand) and Hawke (Thailand/Vietnam) took this aspect up only when asked about it directly. 
Mohamed (Malaysia), Wee (Singapore) and Raul Fernandes (Philippines) spoke with particular conviction about the 
importance of professional associations and how they had been of personal value. 
Mohamed, while firm about the need for bodies to advance the interests and standards of practitioners, was critical of 
the performance of the main PR association in Malaysia, IPRM.  “The huge issue we have is ‘What are they there for?’ 
Too many people just want a nice office bearer title but are not doing anything.” As a member of both IPRA and IPRM, 
Mohamed’s enthusiasm for professional associations in principle had been tempered by frustrations over them not 
being active and relevant enough in practice. (Pryambodo took this same theme up with similar vehemence in his 
comments from Jakarta - see later in this section.) The boldest step taken by the local Malaysian PR institute, Mohamed 
observed, had been an abortive effort to establish accreditation standards supported by government - but even this had 
become bogged down in controversy over whether or not it was just a front for the government to gain more control. 
Wee (Singapore) endorsed the value of professional association membership and particularly the opportunities they 
provided for mutual support between members: “In general I think they are good. I am a member of IABC and fairly 
happy with the service. They hard-sell a bit, but I quite like the idea of a group of people who come together to share 
issues. Too many people think PR is an easy job, and it isn’t.” 
Raul and Jose Fernandes (Philippines) were warm about the value of associations. In Jose’s words: “I think it’s important 
to be part of industry associations. My father is the one who has been most involved (in the family-owned consultancy) 
to date. I think it has served in the vanguard to ensure PR stays ethical and will thrive. It gives young people access to 
how PR should be done. We want to stay advanced in this market and we want to stay ahead.” Both father Raul and son 
Jose spoke with pride about what they saw as the strength of professional standards in the Philippines, in the light of the 
strong American influence in the post-World War Two period, when the US profession had been evolving rapidly, along 
with its industry association. 
In contrast, Ling (Singapore), while not totally dismissive, was luke-warm about associations and the value they 
provided. In Singapore, the most active body was the Institute of Public Relations Singapore (IPRS), with its emphasis on 
providing short courses rather than networking, lobbying or any other dimensions. Ling had been invited to become 
involved as an “accreditation member” but remained uncertain about the value: “There is a drive for accreditation of 
members in Singapore… a push to achieve accreditation, but personally I don’t see why.” While not adamantly against 
the concept, the value of it had not been well communicated. “They haven’t found the sweet spot in Singapore (to 
appeal to practitioners) yet. It should be all about raising of standards, nurturing people, promoting ethical standards, 
championing issues.” Ling saw potential for IPRS to give attention to broader issues of interest to the profession, such as 
raising standards amongst small firms, promoting improved approaches to pitching for business and championing better 
management of PR businesses and departments. 
- Costs of membership 
Nguyen (Vietnam) talked of her desire to help in the establishment of a local professional association which could 
improve networking and professional standards, but added that high membership costs for international associations 
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were a major barrier for local practitioners on incomes lower than in western countries. With high and fluctuating 
exchange rates, the burden could be even greater at times. All the same, she felt there was a hunger to know more 
about international practice but just not at any price.  Somporn echoed this from Thailand, saying she had benefited 
from her employer’s membership of IABC and the greater industry knowledge it had given her: “Information is 
treasure.” But like Nguyen, she expressed concern about the high cost of membership fees in comparison with local pay 
standards. 
- Non-members 
Others spoke in more muted terms about associations, tending to agree with their virtues in principle, but without 
indicating much engagement in reality. Examples of this included Hawke (Thailand and Vietnam), who while not a 
member of any, added: “I would love to be part of an association. An association could really help a lot”; and Chairat, 
whose professional involvement beyond his own client work had so far extended only to attending some industry 
seminars and some useful professional practice examples he had seen during his earlier time at Weber Shandwick 
(multinational consultancy) - but who was quick to add that it was “good to have them… it helps to create a 
community”. Blunt (Vietnam) observed simply that “they don’t exist here” and that the only local networking events he 
had seen had been conducted by locals who, rumour had it, pocketed much of the attendance money charged to 
invitees intended to “cover costs”.  
- IABC (International Association of Business Communicators) 
Chin (Singapore) showed more warmth, but noted that the association in which she was a member, IABC, had quite a 
number of Singaporean members yet no local chapter. For this reason, and because much of her work was done in Hong 
Kong, she had aligned herself with the Hong Kong chapter instead. “IABC is not bad – that’s why I renewed my 
membership. The problem (for associations) is that the people who are most experienced are not the ones who are 
most active… But international associations are becoming more important.” Chin said industries like her own, insurance, 
had more difficulty attracting good communication professionals than some other fields like banking, which was seen to 
be more a more glamorous career option. There was potential for professional associations to investigate and discuss 
such issues, and this could be of real benefit to members. 
- Academic influence and careerism 
Waluyo (Singapore/Indonesia) spoke of a tendency more toward an academic than industry-based influence in the 
associations of both countries he worked in: “What I have seen in Indonesia and now in Singapore to some extent is that 
there is a lot of emphasis on academics. There are some practitioners but it is not linked enough to industry. You have to 
look at where the industry is going… In Singapore the (current) model does not travel so well.” When in the US, Waluyo 
said he had been active in an investor relations institute, but had not been active in any association since then. 
At the most hostile end were Pryambodo (Indonesia) and Rajeet (Malaysia). In Rajeet’s words: “I haven’t seen the 
associations as having value yet. I don’t see the value in helping me to network in Malaysia. It just seems like a lot of 
people sitting around massaging their egos.” The boldest initiative of the local PR body - a proposed accreditation 
scheme - was ultimately just “a money-making scheme for the government”. Rajeet’s views on this seem broadly 
consistent with Mohamed’s, to the effect that PR profession leadership in Malaysia is heavily conditioned by 
practitioners coming out of government and reflecting the concerns of government. 
Pryambodo was particularly scathing about the Indonesian professional association scene:  “Basically there are quite a 
few organisations, but I don’t find them useful generally. They’re mostly occupied by people of the older generation who 
are interested in junkets and furthering their own status rather than advancing the profession.” (Some of his words were 
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even harsher, but he later asked for those comments to be withdrawn, on the grounds of diplomacy.) To fill the void, 
Pryambodo and some industry colleagues had banded together to form their own Indonesian PR practitioners group. 
“The idea is to cut out the bullshit. We provide basic training to young PR consultants – around 20-30 people each time.” 
Pryambodo said these cooperative industry-based training sessions had worked well, in an informal and low-key 
manner, to raise local professional standards. 
 
5.2.4.2 Conclusions on professional associations 
The views of practitioners in regard to professional associations ranged widely, from enthusiasm through to outright 
hostility, with a range of more nuanced views in between – though even amongst most of those tending toward 
enthusiasm there are evident gaps between their support in principle and a close involvement in practice. Based on this 
sample of interviewees, it appears that South East Asia remains a place of comparative weakness in the commitment of 
industry-based (as opposed to academic) practitioners to professional associations. 
 
5.2.4.3 Ethics 
Not surprisingly, respondents tended to declare themselves fully in favour of the idea of ethics (Question 10), with even 
greater unanimity than the collective view-in-principle about professional associations. Some respondents - for example, 
Nguyen and Jose Fernandes - linked these two matters closely, seeing professional associations as synonymous with the 
fostering of ethical conduct. As discussed by the respondents, the theme of ethics revealed a range of further sub-
themes, as summarised below, under ‘Practical outlooks’, ‘Honesty and managing expectations’, ‘Unethical conduct’, 
‘Worthy clients’, ‘Teaching ethics’, and ‘Showing respect’. 
- Practical outlooks 
When asked for their views on professional ethics, almost all interview respondents focused on the practical actions 
they felt were required of them. Chin (Singapore) highlighted the importance of being ethical at all times when 
representing any organisation, and the need to “represent your profession in the right way”. This included not stealing 
the ideas of others - plagiarism in speeches was a particular annoyance - and understanding the subtle but important 
difference between “leveraging” the campaigns of others that had gone before and “plagiarising” them. In regard to 
dealing with journalists, she advised: “If you don’t know something with the media, tell them you don’t know.” Another 
ethical requirement was to live up to any commitments given – like getting back to people with further information 
when you have promised to do so. “I think professionalism and ethics cross over a lot in that respect.” Finally, she talked 
of the importance of courtesy – like acknowledging receipt of information and providing thanks for any help received. 
This, she complained, was something which happened much less these days. 
- Honesty and managing expectations 
Rajeet (Malaysia) expressed himself in similar terms to Chin on the paramount importance of good behaviour in day-to-
day conduct, in his case emphasising honesty with clients and the importance of managing their expectations to keep 
them realistic about what could be achieved: “It’s better to tell the client what they can expect than to over-promise.” In 
his experience, Rajeet argued the challenge was a little easier in Malaysia than Singapore:  “Malaysians are a kind lot. 
They are often more accepting than Singapore people when given bad news.” Hawke (Thailand and Vietnam) similarly 
put honest conduct at the top of his priority list, saying he placed ethics and the financial health of his business as “equal 
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number one” considerations for the business. “If you are ever caught lying on behalf of your client, you have lost your 
credibility. You must never do that.”  
- Unethical conduct 
Nguyen (Vietnam) continued on a theme begun earlier, in regard to the relatively undeveloped state of ethical practice 
in Vietnam. The social acceptability of making cash-in-hand payments to get anything done in Vietnam – a practice 
which extended to payments to journalists to write articles – caused Nguyen some distress. “We should put a stop to 
that. Where (paid-for) PR articles appear, there should be a notice somewhere.” Like Rajeet (Malaysia), Nguyen 
(Vietnam)emphasised the importance of being honest with clients about what could be expected, adding that clients 
also needed to see more proposals that were research-based:  “A lot of the time agencies just come up with proposals 
that don’t have solid research behind them – they are a waste of time and money.” 
Blunt (Vietnam) echoed the concern of Nguyen about “envelope money” for journalists, but added matter-of-factly that 
“Vietnamese journalists expect to be paid”. After many years in Vietnam, he felt that the issue could be seen in 
“multitudinous ways”, philosophically, but it remained a harsh reality: “They’ve got you by the balls.” Blunt said this 
reality and others, meant he was continually concerned about the risk of setting bad precedents for his business. One of 
the toughest aspects of doing any business in Vietnam was the effort required to stay clear of kick-backs  - not just to 
journalists but even to clients and suppliers. “Once you do it for one, everyone finds out. It sets a bad precedent. In the 
end, you’ll end up running a part-bank and part money-laundering business.”  
Jose Fernandes (Philippines) mirrored the Vietnamese perspectives of Nguyen and Blunt, in the Filippino context, when 
he talked of the practice of what he describes - with wry humor - as “envelopmental journalism” (envelopes of money to 
journalists). While not as prevalent as in earlier times, some small companies still practised it. In “mainstream” areas of 
the media such as general news, business and IT reporting, most PR practitioners were now earning their income more 
responsibly, and this was shifting the balance toward a different kind of professional practice: “You have to be good, 
creative, newsworthy – find the right angle.”  
- ‘Worthy’ clients 
Waluyo (Indonesia/Singapore) reported that it was still widely acceptable to “buy” media coverage in Indonesia. “My 
firm belief is that we must have a consistent code of ethics. I think it also has to start with the individual. In Indonesia 
there is still a widely held belief that you can control the media if you pay the money. I have been in situations where a 
client has wanted this and we have said no. We’ve lost the client, but in the long run it’s right. .. I say to them ‘Even if 
you pay the money, media may still say bad things about you’.” One element which exacerbated the problem was that 
PR managers were typically people in their late 20s and early 30s, at a delicate stage in their careers, and often more 
desperate than they might be at another stage of life to prove they could deliver media coverage. 
For Ling (Singapore), the attitude to ethics and professionalism needed to be straightforward. “The way we run our 
business is simple: Do the best job possible for the client and the business will largely take care of itself.” She added the 
proviso that all consultants needed to remain within the law and ensure that all their activities were “on the up and up”. 
Ling addressed one aspect of ethics not touched by any other interviewee: the matter of whether clients were worthy of 
being clients. She believed in checking out potential new clients very carefully, and ensuring that existing clients were 
not in imminent danger of bringing disrepute to the agency: “We have walked away from business when we have felt a 
client was about to break the law. As an agency we only have one reputation.” Asked about the commercial difficulties 
of walking away from a paying client, Ling was emphatic: “In the short term you take a hit but you build a stronger 
business in the long term.” Ling mentioned approaches made to her agency to work for a major logging company in the 
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region. She had rejected these approaches more than once. (Though Ling did not elaborate, logging interests in the 
region have attracted widespread criticism over claims of environmental destruction, graft, and corruption.)  
- Teaching ethics 
Mohamed (Malaysia) said her concerns about ethics extended beyond the PR profession. Students in all fields needed to 
be taught more about ethics from an early age. She went further to argue that young people would be well served by a 
revival of traditional notions ofgood character, going all the way back to ancient philosophers such as Socrates and 
Plato: “I would go as far as to teach ethics in primary school.” Later, in response to a question on differences between 
‘eastern’ and ‘western’ PR thinking  (see Question 16),  Mohamed noted that religious teaching still had much to offer in 
regard to understanding key principles of good behaviour toward others.  She noted her own Muslim heritage, but 
added that Buddhism and Confucianism also offered strong ethical foundations that one might expect to be more 
influential in business behaviour across Asia. “If all people who practice PR in Asia were to emulate Confucian thinking or 
religious thinking, they would be fine.” (A discussion of major religious frames of reference in the region is provided in 
Chapter One.) 
- Showing respect 
Somporn’s (Thailand) thoughts on ethics turned immediately to the importance of respecting confidentiality, followed 
by not offending anyone’s beliefs - noting the values of acceptance and kindness imparted by Buddhism in particular. 
(Refer to Chapter One for more detailed discussion of Buddhism in the region.) Chairat (Thailand) talked about the 
overriding importance of maintaining honesty and trust. This included checking facts carefully before giving them in 
public, never distorting the truth, and never over-promising: “It’s tempting to make promises you can’t keep, but it leads 
to a damaged relationship.” In another evident allusion to Buddhist principle, Chairat said it was important to maintain 
trust even with people one might never meet face-to-face: “Even if they don’t meet you they can judge you for the 
attention you give to your work… You show respect and honour them by doing your work properly.” 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) was characteristically direct and somewhat irreverent about his ethical priorities: “Obviously, 
don’t lie. Don’t spit.” Yet he went on to offer a definition of public relations and its relationship to ethics that is one of 
the most erudite to be found: “We are advising people on how to align their plans with society and (then) how best to 
communicate that.” This could only be put into effect through PR people themselves “walking the talk… there’s too 
much bullshit in this industry”. 
While most interviewees spoke as one might expect on ethics and its moral imperatives, Wee (Singapore) – while not 
going as far as to condone unethical behaviour – gave the most blunt and arresting response: “It’s good to have it in 
theory, but hard to do it in practice when you’re very busy.” 
 
5.2.4.4 Conclusions on ethics 
Interviewees expressed a range of views on matters of professional ethics and ethical imperatives, albeit with a clear 
emphasis on considering the immediate and practical over the abstract or deeply philosophical.   
 
5.2.4.5 Codes of Conduct 
In discussing their knowledge of relevant professional codes of practice adopted by the IABC, IPRA and various national 
associations, and the extent to which they were guided by them (Questions 11 and 12), interviewees reported varying 
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levels of awareness, ranging from one who said she was familiar with the seminal Code of Athens first adopted by IPRA, 
through to others who claimed never to have heard of any code.  (Appendix IV provides samples of relevant professional 
codes of conduct adopted by major PRCC practitioner bodies.) Most interviewees for this project tended to suggest they 
were guided by their own personal codes of behaviour or by company codes rather than any of the association-based  
codes. 
The individual opinions expressed gave rise to the sub-themes ‘Familiarity with existing codes’ and ‘Embracing the 
principle not the letter’, as follows:  
- Familiarity with existing codes 
Mohamed (Malaysia) cited IPRA’s ground-breaking Code of Athens (adopted at an international conference in Greece) 
“as a good guideline, though it is fairly vague”. Her concern about this attempt at setting an industry wide code and 
other codes since developed to guide the conduct of PRCC practitioners, was that they had not been promulgated 
effectively, and too many practitioners were not able to see how they related to their work in practice: “It must be 
related to what we do.” Wee (Singapore) reported seeing the IABC’s Code but added that she had “no real opinion on 
it”. Ling (Singapore) was governed most directly by her parent company’s code of conduct, but she agreed that industry-
wide codes were desirable as well. “There’s a need to become more mature and have codes of conduct that have real 
teeth.” Earlier, commenting on the need for better self-regulation, she had remarked: “If we don’t do it, at some point 
someone else will come in and regulate.”  
Jose Fernandes’ agency operated according to its own code of ethics in the Philippines. “We also embrace our clients’ 
codes,” he added, observing that many – because they were American multinationals – had their own written codes too. 
The code adopted by the Public Relations Society of the Philippines (PRSP), had been modeled on that of the Public 
Relations Society of America (PRSA).  
Waluyo (Indonesia) as with Ling (Singapore), noted he was bound by the code of his own agency and its parent 
company, but conceded he could not remember when he had last reviewed them.  His personal ethic was oriented 
mostly toward doing the right thing by clients: “I follow a personal code of under-promise and over-deliver. This is where 
the role of managing expectations is so important.” Hawke (Thailand and Vietnam) also received guidance from a 
company code and a committee at head office which managed the code’s operation. But he was not part of any global 
association nor familiar with any of the broader codes. Somporn (Thailand) had no comment at all on professional codes 
of practice. 
- Embracing the principle, not the letter 
A number of interviewees spoke in similar terms about supporting codes in principle but being not familiar with any in 
practice. Rajeet (Malaysia) reported that he had never encountered a code, but that they were “good in principle… you 
need some sort of a guideline to file away”.  From day to day, no one in Malaysia looked at any code. Nguyen (Vietnam) 
conceded that she had “not come across them” but added that she would be interested to see one: “Maybe I did once 
but it was a long time ago.” Chin (Singapore) described codes of conduct as good to have: “It serves as a reminder about 
crossing the line and to think at a higher level. It helps to position the profession at a higher level, so PR is not just seen 
as smoke and mirrors. It raises the standard.” But asked if she had examined any of the codes herself, she responded: 
“Not really.”  
Blunt (Vietnam) had seen codes in his younger years, but did not place much faith in them. “I think people break them 
every day. My code is: if it feels wrong, don’t do it. You can’t fool your conscience.” Pryambodo (Indonesia) said he had 
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not heard of any code applying specifically to Indonesian practitioners, but had heard of efforts to introduce a 
practitioner certification scheme. “But the problem is, who certifies the certifiers?”  
 
5.2.4.6 Conclusions on awareness of codes 
Most interviewees were more inclined to support the spirit and principle of codes of conduct than demonstrate any 
specific recognition of their chapter and verse. While there were a variety of opinions and awareness levels indicated by 
the interviewees, with some companies clearly taking the trouble to introduce their own individual codes, based on this 
sample it could not be concluded that practitioners in South East Asia have a strong knowledge of such codes nor make 
regular use of them to guide behaviour.  
This is not the same as to say that practitioners in the region do not have their own guiding principles of behaviour. But 
such personal codes, to the extent they may exist, apparently reside in the hearts and minds of practitioners rather than 
in any locations transparent to outside observers. In fairness, it might be observed that this is perhaps little different to 
most people’s knowledge about the laws and regulations of any country: while having a general awareness of what is 
legal and not legal, and what feel s‘right’ or ‘wrong’, few people could quote the specific statutes. 
 
5.2.4.7 The importance of politics 
When asked about whether or not politics was ever an important factor in influencing what work they took on, or how it 
was approached (Question 19), interviewees interpreted the question in a variety of ways - dividing mainly between 
those whose immediate concerns focused on organisational politics and those whose attention went to on broader 
political systems and activities. The main themes are outlined below. The theme indicated the existence of the sub-
themes ‘Organisational politics’, and ‘External politics’, as detailed below:   
 - Organisational politics 
Most notable amongst those whose thoughts were stirred by organisational politics were Wee (Singapore) and Blunt 
(Vietnam). Wee was particularly emphatic: “In my capacity in the bank, I have never seen any environment where 
politics is so important.” In her experience, a lot of internal stress was generated by “Type A personalities trying to get 
ahead”. More important than knowing how to do a job oneself was “knowing the right people to get things done… no 
man is an island, especially in a financial institution.” The fact that banking was a “people business” also made it a 
“political business”, and that whether one liked it or not, “you are representing a faction and you need to know your 
stakeholders”. 
Blunt (Vietnam) had been through some intense experiences with the organisational politics of clients, with one in 
particular standing out. In that organisation, one partner had gone as far as to pay for an internal ‘spy’ to keep an eye on 
what others were doing and report back to him. The potential damage from internal division was one reason why “we 
try in this organisation not to have cliques. It’s not a big issue in this firm - staff are quite happy to challenge me, and I 
don’t act without a degree of internal consent”. 
Somporn (Thailand) similarly observed a need for care around the internal politics of client organisations. “In terms of 
this agency, no - but with the clients we often have to think about their politics and be careful.” More broadly, Somporn 
said she tried not to get involved in national politics at all. “Because politics in Thailand changes so fast, one day people 
can be good friends and then they can become enemies.” Because of this volatility, she preferred to stay well clear. 
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Chairat (Thailand) noted a need for care about reading how any client might tie into broader national political issues: 
“You need to read the hidden agenda. This determines how well you can deal with a client’s message, especially if 
government is a target… You (also) need to think carefully about different levels of government that may be interested 
in what you are doing. You must try to create a win-win situation.” 
 - External politics 
Waluyo (Indonesia and Singapore) said national and local politics in the countries in which he worked could not be 
avoided. “Politics is one important factor, especially if you’re working with institutions which are linked to policy-making 
bodies. With stakeholder engagement work it is important. Even in mergers and acquisitions, you have to be mindful of 
the political situation and what will be (politically) acceptable with a merger.” 
For Ling (Singapore), it was vital not just to have a good feel for national politics on the home front, but also across 
neighbouring countries as well. “Yes, politics influences the work we do here (in Singapore). Even with something as 
simple as selling a widget, you need to know the difference between Taiwan and China.” Ling said she had done a lot of 
work for the Singapore Government, and it had always been important to be clear on the government’s outlook and 
priorities, but equally to “consider how neighbouring countries feel” about any given issue. 
Chin (Singapore-based but travelling widely) observed that in her experience, the emphasis of government relations 
work varied greatly across countries of the region. In Vietnam, effective relations with government officials were central 
to getting anything done. When working for Motorola, the government relationship was central in negotiating for access 
to parts of the telecommunications frequency spectrum. In India, she recalled the challenge of shipping goods and 
materials in and out in timely fashion for events to happen and the consequent need to work closely with Customs 
officials. She described Singapore as “reasonably transparent and pro-business” and in that context, not greatly 
problematic, but the situation was more complex in Indonesia, Malaysia and India. Overall, across all the countries she 
worked, Chin felt that “whatever we do, the political framework is part of what we have to consider as the backdrop”. 
Rajeet (Malaysia) noted that Malaysians were “a very political lot” and that this meant a need to be careful about 
involvement with people who had extreme passions. He admitted to being uncomfortable with certain clients on 
occasion, but (understandably) did not elaborate on who they were. Mohamed (Malaysia) observed succinctly, that 
politics “sometimes” impacted on the work she did, but did not elaborate. 
Like Rajeet in Malaysia, Jose Fernandes (Philippines) remarked on the passion many locals have for an argumentative 
style of politics. “Filipinos argue. It is a very relations-based lifestyle here. (For example) whether or not you invite the 
President does make an impact. You have to think carefully about how you put it all together. The image is important.” 
Referring to a successful PR strategy which involved using a range of celebrities on a music video to promote Philippines 
tourism (see Professional Practice Examples, Appendix I), Jose Fernandes observed that when this successful old idea 
was recently reprised and a new version of the video made, certain celebrities were consciously left out due to 
sensitivities about their known political leanings. 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) remarked that he was happy to stay away from any work with directly political implications. “We 
don’t do political stuff, because we don’t think the politicians are ready for it. We don’t touch it. I’m interested in 
politics, but I don’t think the environment here is ready for real PR in that area.” Rather than having open competition 
and debate between interest groups, Pryambodo said the Indonesian scene was still too characterised by “elite politics, 
and pork barrel politics between the elites”, with elections held regularly to legitimise the deals made between groups. 
“There is no grass roots power as such, and until you get to that stage a lot of PR (which assumes open competition for 
popular opinion) will not be meaningful.” 
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As with Pryambodo in Indonesia, Nguyen (Vietnam) saw local and national politics as something to be avoided wherever 
possible. “A lot of the time we have to get involved – for example when there is sponsorship of events from 
government. It’s not pleasant dealing with government officers. They’re usually looking for something, either power or 
monetary reward. I just try to minimise all government involvements.” 
Hawke (Vietnam and Thailand) was the most circumspect, offering no comment on this topic. He had somewhat more to 
say, however, about whether politics influenced the choices he made about what work to take on. (See later in this 
chapter.) 
 
5.2.4.8 Conclusions on the importance of politics 
The interviewees’ opinions under this theme confirmed that at the national political level, politics and involvement in 
politically contentious issues could overall, be more problematic in the South East Asian environment than in the liberal 
democracies of the west, even in those countries that describe themselves as ‘democratic’ (as all in this sample do). On 
the other hand, some issues considered controversial in the west - such as promotion of tobacco, alcohol and gambling - 
could be seen to be less so in some South East Asian environments (though some practitioners did not always wish to 
associate themselves with such industries). Notwithstanding a general wariness about politics and political controversy, 
there was no unanimous agreement that politics should - or even could - be fully quarantined from other dimensions of 
professional and personal life. 
At the organisational level, the perils of ‘office politics’ and ‘company politics’ appear, from this sample, to be just as real 
in the minds of South East Asian practitioners as they are said to be, anecdotally, amongst people the world over. Most 
interviewees made at least passing remarks about their need to tread carefully in the face of internal cliques and power 
struggles within their organisations or amongst clients. 
 
5.2.4.9 How politics affects choice of work 
Interviewees were asked whether their concerns about politics ever went as far as to influence what work they chose to 
take on (Question 20). Most said either that it did not - or that one way or another, they did their best to ensure that it 
did not. More, however, conceded that politics influenced what they chose NOT to do. This was examined under the 
theme ‘How politics affects choice of work’.  
Pyambodo’s (Indonesian) perspective was relatively sanguine but with qualifications. Asked if politics influenced his 
choice of work he responded: “Not really. Indonesia is a bloody huge market and we focus on people who use 
communications seriously. We’re generally not working with multinationals. We don’t do lobbying. If it (lobbying) needs 
to be done, we work with other partners.” But Pryambodo was careful about who to partner with in the case of any 
work that might have political, ethical other sensitivities. “There was one client – a major bank – that we resigned. They 
wanted to bring in a US adviser to do their crisis management work. We pulled out.” 
Waluyo (Indonesia and Singapore) harked back to earlier comments about his work for a trade association which had 
sought to influence Indonesian government policy, observing that it demonstrated that politics was not to be so much 
feared as approached with care and sensitivity. In political terms, “the context of the local situation can be very 
important. With the trade association issue we took on, the media campaign (originally run by other PR advisers) had 
sent them backwards. But when you learn to be humble – and that’s not easy for a multinational – you can go a lot 
further.” 
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Wee (Singapore) acknowledged that politics had a bearing on what territory she would not enter. “I have a natural 
inclination to stay away from situations that are too political.” Situations in which there were too many entrenched and 
differing internal stakeholder views caused her to fear the consequences of “too many cooks”. Too many people with 
strong ideas about how she should do her job made it hard to achieve a level of results which would satisfy anyone. 
From the “argumentative” Philippines, Jose Fernandes readily conceded there were sectors of industry he preferred to 
avoid because of their political links. “There are industries that are highly political with interests that will affect it. 
Because of the way they operate, we don’t want to be involved. I’m not just interested in getting accounts – we also 
want to consider the long term view.” For example, he said he would not work for the national gambling regulator. 
From Thailand, Chairat expressed a desire to stay well clear of the country’s narrow ‘red shirt versus yellow shirt’ 
political arguments, but added that politics was becoming increasingly inseparable from PR work. “I didn’t like political 
science at school and found it boring. But I like it now. More and more you are a part of it, and it is playing an important 
part in your career. It affects your business and your own people.” 
Blunt (Vietnam) highlighted the importance of recognising “no go” areas - giving the example of alcohol promotion, seen 
in official policy terms as one of the “evils of society” in Vietnam and therefore subject to strict regulatory controls. This 
meant he often could not do what potential clients wanted. In regard to tobacco, Blunt’s qualms were more a matter of 
personal values than regulatory restraint. For ethical reasons, he would not get involved in tobacco promotion, 
notwithstanding Vietnam’s high rates of smoking. For Blunt, gambling was a different matter: “I don’t have a problem 
with gambling – that’s a choice people make.” Broadly, he observed that politics “hangs over you” in Vietnam. It was 
critical to keep in mind how “face-conscious” Vietnamese authorities can be, and never to embarrass them. “Vietnam is 
receptive to feedback though – if you present it in the right way.”  
For Hawke (Thailand/Vietnam), politics had not influenced his work in any important way. “It hasn’t, but it could at some 
point. If you look at the protests that happened in Thailand last May, one of the interesting aspects is that both sides 
hired PR people.” The battle for hearts and minds in Thai politics had increasingly become a battleground in which 
professional communication counsel was being sought. 
In Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), Mohamed was firm on one matter: “I would not do work for a political party”, though she 
might, one day, re-consider her position “if I really believe in their manifesto”. Her manner implied that this did not look 
to be a likely prospect. Rajeet (Malaysia), while not showing evident concern about matters of political controversy, was 
adamant on one issue: “I wouldn’t work for a tobacco company.” 
 
5.2.4.10 Conclusions on political choices 
The overall pattern of responses indicated a general view that while politics was an ever-present “part of the backdrop” 
- in the words of Chin (Singapore) - practitioners who wanted to stay clear of it, as many did, could make career choices 
which would enable them to do so.  
Conversely, though none of the participants fell into the category, the reverse would seem true – that some 
practitioners in the region make conscious choices to involve themselves in matters with highly political content and 
understand the implications of doing so. In this respect - in response to a later question about activities that might cause 
social harm - industry veteran Raul Fernandes made the most chilling reflection of all about the perils of becoming too 
close to politics in the Philippines:  “I know of a number of political PR operatives who have been very effective – but 
one day have just disappeared.”  
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5.2.4.11 Gender issues  
It is widely assumed in western societies that Asian cultures are particularly patriarchal. Yet, while there may be ample 
evidence of male dominance in areas such as law and religion (for example, patriarchal laws of inheritance in Chinese 
societies; restrictive customs pertaining to women and their public activities in Islamic societies, and much else), it might 
also be suggested that western views of Asian gender relationships can be over-simplified at times, tending toward 
stereotypes. Based on opinions expressed by this sample of interviewees, there is variation and nuance in gender 
relationships to be found in Asian societies. The view from Manila, for example, might be quite different to the view 
from, say, Ho Chi Minh City.  
In this study, interviewees were asked about the extent to which gender issues impacted upon their professional 
working environments, if at all. And if it did, then in what ways? 
When asked whether gender issues - especially relationships between women and men - often had relevance to their 
work (Question 25) and to the structure and conduct of their industry or profession (Question 26), interviewees 
responded in a variety of ways, from short and simple negative responses through to more elaborate ruminations on the 
strengths of each gender, on gender values and on power relationships. Some focused on staff compositions and the 
role and status of women in the profession, while others focused more on external issues around the targeting of media 
and publics with gender considerations in mind. 
Under the theme of ‘gender issues’, opinions expressed by the interviewees fell under the sub-themes of ‘Numerical 
dominance of females’, ‘ Targeting by gender’, ‘Different traits of women and men’, ‘Stakeholder interests’, and 
‘Prevalence of stereotypes’. These are summarised below.  
- Numerical dominance of females 
Somporn (Thailand) and Rajeet (Malaysia), as with many of their responses, were succinct. Somporn said she did not see 
any significant issues worth commenting upon and for his part, Rajeet did not see any gender issues unique to the 
profession. Chin (Singapore) observed that the profession tended to have more women and that most succeeded well. 
She recalled having once had a male corporate affairs boss: “He died on us. He had a heart attack – he was only in his 
early 50s. He was a nice boss.” But other than that, she had worked almost entirely with female PR colleagues. “I think 
we have an advantage because the job requires a lot of detail and you need to connect with a lot of people – and I think 
women have advantages (over men) in doing that.” 
Raul Fernandes supported the notion that women had certain advantages, especially in the Philippines, with a more 
matriarchal tradition than many other parts of Asia. Filipinos gave strong support to women’s rights, and placed women 
“on an equal footing with men – in some cases a higher footing”, he said. The country had enjoyed two female 
presidents in recent years. (It is perhaps notable, however, that one, Corazon Aquino, was the widow of a male national 
political hero, and the other, Gloria Arroyo, a daughter of a past male president , a relatively common phenomenon 
among Asian female politicians). At a professional level, the choice for deployment of a male or a female consultant 
could depend on the personality of each client. “They will often prefer working with women than men. Often men are 
too stern and lack a sense of fun.” 
- Targeting by gender 
Hawke’s (Thailand/Vietnam) response spanned both internal staffing and external targeting considerations. Careful 
thought often needed to be given to message and media targeting according to gender, but not always in the most 
179 
 
obvious of ways. For example, with marketing communication about products for men, women were often highly 
influential in the purchasing process, especially when it came to their husbands and sons. So he would often target the 
mother of the family, even for some apparently ‘masculine’ purchases. Female influence was all around him in the 
workplace: his agency’s offices in both Thailand and Vietnam were “heavily female… I’m sure it has an impact, but I’m 
not sure what it is”. He also made the observation commonly heard in the profession that while the bulk of practitioners 
were female, most of the senior management - especially in multinational agencies - continued to be male: “It may be 
an issue to consider what the implications are.” 
- Different traits of women and men 
In the Vietnamese context, Blunt had become dismissive of potential new male staff, based on his previous experience 
with them. “I can’t hire men. I’ve lowered my standards on occasion to try hire men, but so many of them are stupid.” 
He had only ever successfully hired one male Vietnamese employee. “So many are lazy and have a huge sense of 
entitlement.” Over-protective Vietnamese mothers, childhood favouritism toward sons, and an expectation that women 
would do most of the hard work might all play a role in this. It was a common sight to observe men all over the city 
sitting in cafes and reading newspapers – any time of the day or night – while women were out getting things done, 
Blunt remarked. Many male clients preferred female PR consultants: “They have a natural talent for stroking male egos” 
– a talent Blunt described as “Consultant Om”. (In Vietnamese, the word ‘om’, meaning ‘hug’, is applied in many 
conversational ways. For example, a motorbike taxi is a ‘xe om’ – literally a taxi on which you hug the driver to stay on 
board – and a café frequented by female escorts is commonly called a ‘café om’, for reasons which require little 
elaboration). Blunt thought female dominance of public relations was universal in Vietnam. 
Wee (Singapore) spoke of a tendency of men to be more stubborn on average and the difficulties this posed in the 
industry to which she belonged (banking), particularly for a woman. “I work in a very male-dominated industry.” But she 
added that this could sometimes be used to a woman’s advantage: “This helps in a way - I think they will often respond 
better to a woman (than to another man).” But a flip-side was that while being seen as less threatening than a male 
colleague, a woman may not be taken as seriously either – and she might also be judged more harshly by a man in the 
event of any failure: “I don’t get a lot of leeway for mistakes.” 
- Stakeholder interests 
Waluyo (Singapore/Indonesia) spoke in more neutral terms, highlighting mostly the importance of giving due 
consideration to the interests of all stakeholders, including any gender-based considerations. This could be particularly 
worthwhile in government relations. There was value, on occasion, in targeting women members of Parliament, taking 
account of their particular interests and considering who their allies and influencers might be: “You take that kind of 
thing into account.” Another recalled another example with a private banking client working in the area of micro-
finance, a field in which women in developing countries have taken a leadership role in ensuring that loan finance is 
used properly to benefit families and entire communities (more reliably than when channeled through their menfolk). 
Nguyen (Vietnam) noted there was a prevalence of stereotyped views about the respective strengths of women and 
men in her profession, but conceded she largely agreed with such stereotypes. “The social perception is that females 
have it easier when it comes to sweet-talking. Females have the advantage over males for a change.” The more common 
ability of women to “multi-task” and give greater attention to details was also an advantage in PR. But some aspects of 
work remained easier for men than women, particularly, for example, in situations requiring a practitioner to “hang out 
and drink beers” for long periods: a major part of business socialising in Vietnam. 
- Prevalence of stereotypes 
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From Malaysia, Mohamed also noted the prevalence of women in PR, and the profession’s stereotypical “glamorous 
female attributes”, but added that in Malaysia, the nature of the society meant that male practitioners had certain 
advantages at times. “I think guys in PR have a better command with a certain type of client. Some clients will have a 
greater comfort level working with men.” 
Ling in Singapore reported a level of ambivalence. Like others, she observed that her profession was a female-
dominated one in numerical terms. Noteworthy in her case, she is amongst the minority of women occupying a senior 
management role in a multinational consultancy. Ling felt she was taken seriously and respected for her expertise but - 
without naming specific countries elsewhere - she hastened to add: “I do sense when I leave the country you sometimes 
have problems being taken as seriously. Across Asia it is still a problem, though not as bad as it was.” 
Interviewees commented on whether gender issues had any significance to the structure of the profession and how it 
operates. Several remarked on the mismatch between female numerical dominance and the sparse representation in 
senior management ranks, but when specifically prompted only two interviewees chose to take this issue much further.  
While it is not uncommon in many professions the world over to have men dominating in the best paid and highest 
status positions, perhaps the most noteworthy feature in public relations and corporate communication is that this 
situation exists alongside a clear overall numerical domination of the profession by females: thus making the disparity 
particularly striking. Nevertheless, few interviewees were inclined to make detailed observations about the matter. 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) observed there were remaining problems for women arising from a perception amongst many in 
business and government that “PR is about low necklines and short skirts” - something which worked against women’s 
expertise being acknowledged and respected. When asked, Nguyen (Vietnam) conceded she had not thought about the 
question much, but had noticed that “at least 70-80 per cent of the industry is run by females” - and that the academic 
institution she had recently joined was producing far more female communication graduates than males. 
- Sexual orientation 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) said he preferred hiring women because “women are inevitably smarter here”.  But added: “We 
have a policy that if all other things are equal we’ll take a male, because we (already) have so many females.“ Good 
males were much harder to find in the profession.  As an afterthought, and contrary to western assumptions of strict 
sexual conformity in Muslim nations, Pryambodo observed that sexual orientation was never a consideration when 
hiring: “We’re quite agnostic on different sexuality.” 
Chairat in Thailand also touched on sexuality, unprompted, as part of his response about gender issues. He talked of the 
occasional need to target messages and media differently along gender lines and the need also to “consider gay or 
straight, metropolitan or rural, and other characteristics.” He remarked on the ambivalent territory of the 21st century 
“metrosexual” man who had become a popular target for cosmetics and high fashion products, something he viewed as 
a clever invention by marketers to reach closeted gay men interested in such products but not wanting to appear overtly 
gay. 
 
5.2.4.12 Conclusions on gender 
Overall, most interviewees agreed on the heavy preponderance of females in the profession and the perceived qualities 
and on-the-job advantages of women, without being specifically prompted to do so. Nearly as many commented 
unprompted, on the corresponding disparity between female representation in the profession as a whole and their 
share of senior management ranks.  However, there was surprisingly little comment on what such disparities actually 
meant: whether it was about women taking time out from careers to raise children, or having lower career expectations, 
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or facing entrenched opposition from older men, men’s higher access to dominant professional networks and mentors 
which may help them gain such positions, or simply having different life values. The somewhat vague mindset was 
perhaps well summed up in Hawke’s somewhat circular remark that “it may be an issue to consider what the 
implications are”. Far from women practitioners being fired up by any evident sense of outrage, there was simply a 
broad consensus that women on average, perform PR work better than men in many if not most situations, but that this 
was not reflected in their career outcomes. An argument might be made that it is perhaps high time for a strategic PR 
campaign in support of greater recognition and more senior executive appointments for female practitioners in the 
region.  
 
 
 
 
5.2.5     Technology access and communication habits 
It is almost a truism of professional communication practice that communication technology must now take centre-
stage in thinking about how messages should be delivered to key publics, what kinds of relationship are being sought, 
and what kinds of outcomes must be achieved.  
The days of a finite number of choices of delivery platforms – primarily print, television, direct mail and face-to-face - 
have receded rapidly in the face of a proliferation of new communication options. Mostly this revolves around the 
advent of interactive online social media.  Increasingly, communication planning is not as simple as looking at any one 
channel in isolation, but rather considering how the optimal combination of them might be found and integrated for 
best overall effect. Within the growing, ever-shifting pool of social media outlets there are an increasing number of 
options for engagement:  social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn, video sharing site sites like You 
Tube, photo sharing sites like FlickR, Instagram and Snapchat, the ubiquitous search engine Google and rapidly 
proliferating spin-off services, and hugely popular websites and free email/chat platforms provided by companies 
including Yahoo, Microsoft and many others. Special interest blogs, shared authoring spaces like Wikipedia, and 
initiatives by long-established media companies to repackage their news and entertainment products into online 
platforms, countless new ‘apps’ (software applications) being developed for tablet computers and  a host of other 
developments, all combine to form a somewhat chaotic proliferation of communication opportunities, seemingly going 
in too many directions to make ready sense of what any of it means for the work of a professional communication 
adviser. To compound this complexity, a development that may seem centrally important today won’t necessarily have 
any lasting significance in the future. Some platforms rise fast and sink just as fast. For example, names like My Space, 
Alta Vista, Netscape and others have gone from being household names 10 years ago to being quaint and almost 
forgotten by 2015. Many in business ask themselves which big names of 2014 will similarly be forgotten within a few 
short years? Equally, what developments may quickly become important that does not even exist today? Importantly, 
most current developments seem to be reinforcing a trend toward multi-directional and interactive communication: no 
longer just from the few to the many, but from almost anyone with a computer to almost anyone else with a computer – 
as long as they can work out how to capture the attention of other like-minded people online. 
The very definition of a ‘computer’ is itself increasingly in question. As new sites and services proliferate, new 
combinations of consumer products and technological developments compete for ascendancy, led by Apple, Samsung, 
Huawei  and others: smart phones with many of the functions of the ‘traditional’ computer; tablet computers which can 
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also be used as mobile phones; notebook smart phones which are bigger than conventional mobile phones but smaller 
than tablets; smart phones with built-in satellite television reception; internet-enabled televisions; a new generation of 
wristwatch computers; the growth in so-called ‘cloud-based’ information storage and retrieval options; and all of these 
linked, as noted earlier, to an ever-growing range of specialised ‘apps’ – some rising to quick prominence and popularity 
and others fading quickly from view. Companies which led in mobile smartphone technology and enjoyed huge market 
power and world-leading reputations for many years, such as Nokia and Blackberry, struggle now in the face of ever 
more challenge and competitive innovation. 
 
5.2.5.1 Access to communication tools 
Given the potentially bewildering state of affairs, it seems worthwhile to consider the extent to which any of it may have 
a special relevance to communication professionals in South East Asia. While such developments undoubtedly have 
relevance world-wide, given their nature as tools which transcend national borders and traditional interests, it is worth 
giving particular consideration in the context of this project to the particular ways in which changing consumer 
technology patterns may influence the work of communication professionals in this region, and whether there may be 
any distinctive local characteristics involved.  
Issues to consider include possible disparities in access to technology according to economic development stages and 
population profiles; ways in which language might be employed differently in different locations (therefore having 
implications for items as mundane as keystrokes and keypads); the political implications of mobile information-sharing 
practices in locations where control over information has been a high government priority; and a range of other factors. 
While a comprehensive picture cannot not be attained without a much more detailed and specialised study, this 
research nevertheless sought to obtain some ‘broadbrush’ impressions from interviewees. Respondents were asked 
“what level of relevance” communication technologies and access to them have in regard to programs or campaigns in 
which they had been involved (Question 27) - and they were left to interpret the question according to whatever factors 
were uppermost in their own minds. The responses, as ever, proved varied - but with a few common themes emerging. 
The opinions of interviewees on the theme of ‘Access to communication tools’ are summarised and discussed 
below under the sub-themes: ‘Client expectations’, Demographic factors’, ‘Interactivity’, ‘The technology 
divide’, and ‘Niche publics’. 
 
- Client expectations 
Ling (Singapore) said one of the most important impacts on her had been the rapidly increasing expectations of clients 
for responsiveness in recent years. This had been “very significant to consultants”, with an expectation now that 
consultants would be available almost any time of the day or night for instant response. In an era of smartphones, 
texting and Twitter, dialogue could be almost continuous, even when an individual was caught up in other face-to-face 
conversations at the same time: “The pace of work is so fast now.” 
Mohamed (Malaysia) quipped that staff in her office had gone beyond being “wired” to being “wireless”.  She believed 
technology was playing an increasingly important role in agency work, and not just directly through creating and 
disseminating content. The ability to research and track issues more quickly, more broadly and more cost-effectively was 
also important.  Rajeet (Malaysia) noted that his clients were increasingly driven by time constraints and were wanting 
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to do things more quickly and cheaply, and online techniques helped in this regard: “Some of our clients are starting to 
ask about having a blog or going online in many other ways. Malaysians are pretty savvy.”  
- Demographic factors 
Hawke (Thailand/Vietnam) said all companies now needed to “factor in” all possibilities for effective online 
communication, and especially so with younger markets in the 18-35 age range in which internet penetration rates were 
high in developing Asian countries.  But he noted that social online media was a sensitive issue at times in Vietnam, with 
Facebook singled out for official disapproval as a “social evil” until quite recently. Nguyen (Vietnam) noted that her work 
in the consumer electronics sector had needed to take particular account of online developments given the youth-
oriented nature of the market. Although still officially classified as a developing country, with relatively low average 
incomes, Nguyen said there was no doubt that millions of younger Vietnamese were embracing online technologies with 
enormous enthusiasm , even if if still tending toward “mostly chatting”. 
- Interactivity 
For Wee (Singapore), consideration of latest technology trends was “absolutely” an important factor in her work, noting 
that even with so-called “traditional media” there was a growing use of online comment and feedback features allowing 
opportunities for reader interaction. Even as august a publication as the Wall Street Journal had gone online with its 
Asian edition and sought online reader interaction with journalists: “That’s a big thing. There’s much more feedback and 
interaction now.” Wee said she felt excited by the possibilities this was creating. “People in PR have looked for this for a 
long time. We want dialogue and discussion. We want it to be easy to share information and not have knowledge gaps.” 
Blunt (Vietnam) observed that social media technologies had reached “a point of maturity where every campaign must 
acknowledge their existence, even if you are not using them”. He would explicitly acknowledge and discuss the options 
of using Facebook, blogs and other online tools to his clients even if he was not going to recommend them in every case. 
It was important not just to be aware of all the options now available, but to make sure your clients knew you were 
aware of them too. “You must explicitly acknowledge them every time. PR is no longer about… (Blunt here adopted a 
mock-pompous tone)… ‘I used to play golf with the editor’.” 
Blunt spoke of a “night and day”difference between PR of a few years ago and now. Factors included not just the 
growing use of the internet and social online media, in itself, but in the Vietnamese context a rapid improvement in the 
reliability and speed of connections. Only a few years ago it could be difficult to rely on any online service to work 
properly, but now they did – and online connections could increasingly be made with wireless devices too. It had led 
people to expect much more instant communication, and faster consumption of any information provided. “I’ve 
watched people (Vietnamese journalists) filing a story on a bus, travelling back from an event, using 3G.” This was 
unheard of in Vietnam until recently. Despite relatively low income levels by western standards, Blunt said about a third 
of the Vietnamese population was now on mobile phones and Vietnamese blogs were booming. Nguyen also observed 
that Vietnamese people were becoming “much more open to communicate and express their ideas and opinions”- and 
this extended to consumers being more willing to go to the media with consumer complaints. This put pressure on in-
house PR practitioners to learn how to work well across all departments in their organisations - and especially with 
customer service teams - to get issues resolved effectively. 
Chin (Singapore) contended that in her professional world the implications of social media technologies were “huge”, 
especially with mobile applications. Latest technologies had done much to improve the speed and convenience with 
which information could be disseminated and discussed, and even the traditional ‘media kit’ could be distributed more 
effectively online, often to be accessed by smartphone. 
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Ling’s (Singapore) agency now pitched story ideas to journalists via IM (instant messaging), but added that in some other 
respects there was less personal contact than in days gone by. In terms similar to Chin, she remarked: “I don’t think 
people pick up the phone enough any more. And there’s definitely fewer face-to-face meetings with media.” On the 
other hand, she conceded that on Facebook and LinkedIn she now had a lot of friends, “and I have a sense that I have 
more contact with them now… I know that person a bit more”. 
- The technology divide 
In Bangkok, Somporn (Thailand) shared the general enthusiasm for new technologies, observing that current 
developments represented a great opportunity for practitioners to help employers and clients make better use of the 
platforms available and be heard and seen amongst the general clutter - but they needed to ensure they were keeping 
up. In Thailand, there was still, however, a “technology divide”. Remote provinces had different levels of access to newer 
media due to differences in education, income, language, lifestyle and other factors. Hence, PR campaigns in Thailand 
needed to use increasingly varied channels to obtain nationwide coverage, if such coverage was needed. 
Notwithstanding this complexity, she noted that Thailand was ranked among the top 10 countries worldwide for its 
speed of uptake of new communication technologies, sitting somewhere behind Singapore and Malaysia in terms of its 
internal “digital divide”, but comparing well with some others such as Indonesia. Uptake of smartphones in particular 
had been showing “enormous growth” right across the country. 
Chairat (Thailand) said communication technology had greater importance to him “if the target audience is using a lot of 
technology”. But if the target audience was more “mature age”, or a broader family audience, online media often had 
lesser relevance. The right mix, he said, “depends on culture a lot.” One client for example, had wanted to target 
particular groups in the 14-22 years old and 25-45 years old ranges, and his agency came up with a varied mix of 
communication tools including Facebook, mobile phones and online video to reach them. Network developments 
including the uptake of 3G and 4G transmission formats also needed to be considered as well in getting the overall 
distribution mix right. 
In Indonesia, Pryambodo said his company had fully embraced digital technology methods, going as far to set up its own 
specialist online social media division, headed by a young female member of staff. But Pryambodo was quick to add that 
a focus on technology should not dominate over all other considerations.  “Our view of technology, especially the web, 
is that it allows you to do more things faster and more quickly, and have more talk-back, but the bedrock is still human 
behaviour. As long as you don’t lose sight of that bedrock, it’s OK.” 
Waluyo (Singapore/Indonesia) emphasised distinctive characteristics of the Indonesian technology scene. While only 14 
per cent of the total population (of around 250 million) had internet access, he said 67 per cent had access to mobile 
phones – and with the rapid growth of smartphones this meant that growth in internet usage was coming primarily from 
people using hand-held devices rather than computers on desks. In Waluyo’s view, the short message SMS format was 
especially appealing in the Indonesian context partly because of traditional local proclivities towards social chatting of all 
kinds, but also because of the structure of the national language, Bahasa Indonesia, which tended to be organised into 
short ‘chunks’: “And there’s something about Indonesian culture. People like to gather, have coffee and gossip. This is 
very conducive to much of the social media experience too.” One of the more interesting characteristics of the 
Indonesian scene had been the popularity of the Blackberry smartphone. One key reason was that it included a ‘group 
discussion’ feature allowing for chat between several people at once – a particularly appealing feature for cost reasons - 
keeping down the cost of staying in touch with friends and family – as well as for the “virtual gathering” it made possible 
amongst friends. “People will ask ‘What is your (Blackberry chat) PIN number?’  It’s often more important than your 
phone number.” 
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- Niche publics 
Raul Fernandes reported a similar scenario in the Philippines. “Growing use of digital media is becoming important as a 
tool for meeting a certain target public, especially youth and those at a higher economic level. Not everyone can afford a 
computer or a smartphone. But with continuing lowering of prices and access to internet cafes, more and more (sic) you 
have to consider digital media.” He added that “each technology has certain advantages in reaching certain target 
publics”. Depending on the client and their objectives, traditional approaches could sometimes still be more effective in 
the Philippines. “If you want to meet the masses, it’s not so much through newspapers but through radio and television. 
But if you want key decision makers, it’s mainly newspapers or some TV business programs.” Raul Fernandes noted that 
costs for online advertising space had recently gone “sky high” and this was becoming a disincentive. 
 
5.2.5.3 Conclusions on changing technology patterns 
Despite the interview question not making specific mention of online social media or of mobile smartphones (just the 
more generic term “communication technologies”), all respondents unanimously turned their comments to these areas 
of technology – clearly demonstrating that at the time of this research, they were occupying the minds of most and 
causing discernable changes to professional practice, ranging from research and preparation, through to choices of tools 
and tactics, through to capturing the optimal mix of different demographics, and even to the tracking of response and 
progress amongst target publics.  
The preoccupation even extended, as Blunt (Vietnam) noted, to a need now to explicitly justify any occasion when social 
media tools are not being used. The advent of high levels of rapid two-way dialogue, in terms reminiscent of what 
Jurgen Habermas (1970) once described as ‘ideal dialogue conditions’, was readily apparent to all practitioners. 
Habermas might well be pleased with aspects of how latest technology applications are helping to shift PR practice from 
one-way propaganda or press agentry models into more open and inclusive “dialogue based” models in which all parties 
are on better terms to express themselves. Interviewees confirmed that growing two-way reciprocity of communication 
is as evident in South East Asia as it is elsewhere, with some local populations ‘leap-frogging’ over stages of 
technological development that had occurred over much longer periods in western countries.  
(Note:  Chapter Two provides more background on the ‘truncated’ stages of communication technology development 
reported in parts of the region.) 
 
5.2.5.4 Changes in society and behaviour 
Closely linked to the previous theme in some respects, interviewees were asked to comment on whether they had 
observed changes in society and in general communication behaviours in recent years in the locations where they work 
(Question 28). Their opinions on this indicated several sub-themes, placed under the headings of ‘Change of pace’, 
‘Sensitivity and protectiveness’, Openness and freedom’, ‘Demands for research and evidence’, and ‘Values’. These are 
summarised below. 
- Change of pace 
Chin (Singapore) did not hesitate in nominating pace as a major change observed in the profession. “The pace is 
definitely faster. Expectations are higher – if people send you a message they expect a response much faster.” She said 
she now imposed a faster response time on herself as well, with the help of her Blackberry. She believed the type of 
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content being created for PRCC materials was changing too, noting that it was more important than ever to keep 
messages simple and find engaging ways to capture people’s attention. On further reflection, she added: “Everyone is 
communicating a lot faster, but if you take the trouble to pick up the phone and be a bit more personal, sometimes that 
helps too.”   
In Thailand, Chairat had seen gradual changes in the PR environment over many years, but the pace of this change had 
grown increasingly rapid of late, especially in regard to use of technology. For example, with email, which only a few 
years ago most Thai media did not want to use it for distribution of PR materials, “Now 90 per cent want it done by 
email. Only a few still want it by hand.”  Business media was most adamant about receiving all information by email. A 
lot of thought is now needed to go into what all target audiences were doing in the social media realm, and how to 
embrace this within PR thinking. 
- Sensitivity and protectiveness 
In regard to internal communication, Chin (Singapore) said it had become a major challenge to manage information 
upwards as well as downwards, referring to “a level of paranoia” within the finance sector in which she worked. A 
further shift was a growing tendency for people to be more protective about sharing information, particularly in surveys. 
“We get a lot of push-back now from clients when we try to survey them. They are more protective about their time and 
their customer data.” Finally, Chin noted that regulation was intruding more often as well, with countries like Malaysia 
introducing heavier regulation of customer data. In all, the environment had become both faster and more complex in 
recent years.  
- Openness and freedom 
Wee (Singapore) noted that people were “becoming much more communicative with each other - and not just within 
their own networks.” She alluded to a greater appetite for public debate and discussion. Raul Fernandes (Philippines) 
felt attitudes had changed over recent years in the direction of greater sensitivity and more responsiveness to public 
concerns, which had helped the PR profession. “Change has come and people at many levels have recognised the 
importance of PR. There’s a much greater awareness of being judged in public. The media in the Philippines is vigorous 
and free, and companies have come to recognise that they can’t ignore it. Even the biggest corporations and the 
smallest companies have to act in a way that will avoid crisis and closure of their business. Public support is now 
essential.” In Indonesia, Pryambodo sang the praises of a society and media sector that were freer than in days gone by: 
“In Indonesia, I think there has been a bit of that liberation that comes with free expression and free media. Free media 
has made information more transparent, which then forces government and authorities to be more accountable.” 
Sometimes, he added, this new-found freedom of expression came in the form of being able to laugh more openly: “A 
funny story was when Michelle Obama (wife of the US President) came here. The Information Minister (an avowedly 
orthodox Muslim) makes a point of never touching women – but who should be lined up first to shake her hand but our 
Information Minister?” Pryambodo said the sight of the Minister pushing himself forward to be the first to shake 
Michelle Obama’s hand caused much hilarity in Indonesia, and was shared widely in cyberspace. 
The kind of ‘credibility gap’ humour noted by Pryambodo has been increasingly evidenced elsewhere in Asian cyberspace as 
well, with a one example being political upheaval in the Chinese city of Chongqing, which led to the mayor being sacked by the 
Party and his police chief seeking sanctuary in the US embassy for several days (and later to much wider political 
ramifications). Responding to a proliferation of online gossip about the consulate incident on Twitter-style microblogs, known 
as weibo, a Chongqing government weibo statement reassured readers that the police chief was simply on medical leave, 
receiving “vacation style treatment” – a statement which, as noted by The Economist magazine, was a “comically implausible 
euphemism that immediately went viral” (Economist, 17 March 2012). 
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Waluyo (Indonesia/Singapore) endorsed the view that there was a growing appetite for comment, debate and credible 
public information across the region: “Increasingly people need to see concrete evidence and examples - they don’t just 
want to see theory.” In Indonesia in particular, since media control had been relaxed in 1999, audiences had become 
“very critical - people are very vigorous and passionate in debate”. But disparities in education made for ongoing 
complications: “The level of education is very uneven, so debate happens at different levels.”   
- Demands for research and evidence 
Waluyo (Indonesia/Singapore) remarked that a further consequence of the rapidly changing environment was an 
increasing interest in research to help guide the way. He had noticed that with recent elections, for example, there had 
been much more incidence of, and interest in, opinion polling. Business and government wanted to understand more 
about community opinion and how to work constructively with it. 
- Values 
From Malaysia, Mohamed reported that she was finding people “tend to be more value-driven now”. Access to the 
internet was making citizens more aware of their choices and more sensitive to what else they might expect. “People are 
more sensitive now, especially in urban areas. I see changing behaviour and attitudes in many ways – there is movement 
out there.” In regard to journalism, more journalists were concerned about the news value of a story than in the past. In 
contrast, Rajeet, in the same location, had observed little change of any note in social behaviour.  
Amidst all this reported change, one interviewee observed that there did seem to be at least one constant: Hawke 
(Thailand/Vietnam) said that “getting a story into a serious newspaper remains the hardest thing to do… Clients still put 
a premium on seeing it in print”. 
 
5.2.5.5 Conclusions on social change 
This theme attracted some of the most spirited comment from the interviewees, with most practitioners eager to talk 
about the challenges of the changing communication landscape. This was especially in regard to such issues as 
quickening pace, rising work pressures, growing interactivity, and rising expectations for a demonstration of sensitivity 
to community concerns. 
 
 
 
 
5.2.6     The media landscape 
 
The interviews explored how practitioners feel about the media environments in which they operate, and the 
dimensions of this which they regard as most important in influencing their conduct. Their opinions are summarised 
below under the the theme of ‘Local media environments’ 
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5.2.6.1 Local media environments 
Interviewees were asked about “the media environment” in South East Asian locations as compared to elsewhere, and 
what kind of differences, if any, they might exhibit (Question 29). Respondents were not prompted in any particular 
direction - for example, toward ownership patterns, relationships between media and government, or the place of 
media within the society. Instead, the question was left open for interviewees to interpret according to whatever issues 
were uppermost in their minds. Once more, responses proved to be quite varied - and enlightening in regard to the 
breadth of matters brought to the fore. Their opinions are summarised under the following sub-themes: ‘Media 
agendas’, Social media’,   ‘Populism over importance’, and ‘Differences across the region’, as set out below. 
- Media agendas 
Waluyo (Singapore/Indonesia) felt the local media environment was important in determining how PR had to be 
conducted in particular locations. Without specifying in detail, he ventured that Indonesian media adhered to “particular 
interests and agendas” with short-term agendas sometimes taking precedence over a longer-term perspective. The 
influence of ownership was also important, he added, but did not elaborate. Unfortunately, Indonesian reporters were 
not always well informed about the issues they were reporting on either.  
Pryambodo (Indonesia) felt there was a trend toward local media ownership “coalescing around several groups”, and 
this might come to have implications for Indonesian media behaviour in future. But, for now, “how far it goes remains to 
be seen”. 
- Social  media 
Waluyo (Indonesia and Singapore) noted a growing Indonesian enthusiasm for online news comment and analysis, with 
much of the traffic arising from private blogs: “Blogspot and Wordpress (which enable easy creation of personal web 
logs, or blogs) are among the top five websites visited in Indonesia, based on (reports from) Google Analytics.”  
This appears consistent with what Pryambodo (Indonesia) had to say earlier about Indonesians embracing with their 
new-found ability to speak more openly. Pryambodo nevertheless drew attention to some other features of the local 
scene which generated complications: “Despite all the enthusiasm about new media, traditional media still holds sway. 
Media here has become very free, but that does not necessarily mean a good press. The media does not always follow 
an issue through to its conclusion.”  
Blunt (Vietnam) thought Vietnamese readers and viewers made a distinction between “real journalists” and “online 
journalists”, with the real journalists being those who appeared in print. While there was certainly growing interest in 
blogs, trust in bloggers was yet to be strong. 
- Populism over importance 
Wee (Singapore) was fatalistic about the state of mainstream mass media in Singapore and elsewhere in the region: 
“Sadly, it’s come to the point where the media in Asia tend to cater to what’s popular at the moment, rather than what 
they think people should be reading about. It’s too populist.” In a rare example of a PR practitioner bemoaning the perils 
of media showing too much interest in media releases, she talked of her successful work to promote the advent of 
‘personal banking’ using the Apple iPhone, at which time too many local journalists had kept coming back to her “again 
and again, writing about different aspects of the same story… it gets tedious”. 
- Differences across the region 
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From Manila, Raul Fernandes (Philippines) conceded PR campaigns often needed to be conducted differently in different 
Asian locations due to media differences: “In a country like Singapore one’s options for PR campaigns are probably 
limited because of their censorship or control the government has over the media. Here (in the Philippines) it’s easier to 
have access to the media and get coverage for ideas.” But media ethics was a great stumbling block in the Philippines, 
particularly in political PR and especially with the practice of “envelopmental journalism” (bribes to journalists) still 
prevailing in some quarters. “Show business” was a media sector in which envelopmental journalism remained rife in 
the Philippines. 
Chairat (Thailand) endorsed the suggestion that media relationships in individual Asian countries could vary a lot on 
occasion. “Relationships (with journalists) are quite different in Thailand.” Both sides were close and forthcoming with 
each other about their needs. But he felt the Thai government had less control over media than in times gone by, 
subject to short-term fluctuations. “In the last few years, some political problems have strained things.” Overall, he 
believed there was however, a growing willingness to air a wider range of views in the media. 
Blunt (Vietnam) noted some very distinctive features of the media environment in Vietnam, including the paradox that 
while Vietnamese tend to have little trust in  government and authority, they had a level of trust in their media – despite 
it being heavily government controlled. There was particularly high esteem held for the print media.   
Hawke (Vietnam and Thailand) agreed that South East Asian media environments often had distinctive local 
characteristics that required care. But it was going too far to suggest these media environments were any more 
“sensitive” than their western counterparts: “If you say something wrong to a western journalist they can be extremely 
sensitive.” Only a small number of “no go” areas remained in public discourse in both countries. In Vietnam, for 
example, it was still unacceptable to talk about democracy and any changes to the system of governance. In Thailand it 
was illegal and unacceptable to make statements criticising or disrespectful of the monarchy. But in the commercial 
world, there were now very few “no go” areas. Almost anything could receive candid coverage as long as it was 
interesting. As an aside, Hawke said he never accepted staff members telling him that a story was not interesting 
enough to media: “It’s our job to make it so.” 
Nguyen (Vietnam) offered a slightly different take. Like Hawke (Vietnam/Thailand), she talked of the challenge of making 
stories interesting to journalists, but observed that local media people were developing a better appreciation of what PR 
people could do to help them get the stories they wanted.  Perhaps significantly, she also noted that while mainstream 
news and current affairs outlets remained under state control, there had been strong growth in more independent 
entertainment, show business and lifestyle publications, and some of these were quietly embracing broader content– 
sometimes even including subtle discussion of contentious social and political issues. In Vietnam, it was important to 
look beneath the surface to see what was evolving. 
According to Ling (Singapore), the media environment in Singapore was fairly straightforward. “There is a baseline 
knowledge you need to have. There are only two media houses in Singapore, and one is a corporatised government 
body.” The media environment in Singapore could best be described as “quiet”. Pitching to media in Asian markets 
outside of Singapore required more research and a greater variety of approaches, but even the tightly controlled 
Singapore media had not remained impervious to all outside influence in recent years. The growth of online social media 
had been watched closely by Singapore media outlets, and they had sought to find ways to tailor their content to suit 
emerging interests in the online world, and even to integrate some old and new media. The leading local news service, 
Channel News Asia, now promoted its own Facebook page, as did radio stations, and news presenters were increasingly 
promoted as celebrities in cyberspace and elsewhere: “On Channel News Asia, they profile their news anchors in a way 
that makes them look very glamorous now.” 
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Mohamed in Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia) was philosophical about the limiting characteristics of Malaysian mainstream 
media. “The mainstream media here is owned by the political parties, one way or another.” The main challenge to a 
uniform outlook presented in local media came from foreign media outlets such as CNN, BBC and Fox, but she expressed 
little enthusiasm for them either. Mohamed said she was pleased to see more online alternatives emerging in Malaysia, 
but it remained essential in her work to enjoy good relationships with newspaper editors, “not so much the owners”. 
Rajeet (Malaysia) agreed the media environment in Malaysia had distinctive characteristics, but the prevalence of its 
ethnic divisions were most significant: “It helps to consider how to position your client. (For example), you may not get 
much traction profiling a Chinese business client in Malay media.” This segmentation of media along ethnic lines at 
times went as far as to create differences in what was being reported to different groups. 
 
 
5.2.6.2 Conclusions on media environments 
The interviewees offered a wide variety of different takes on what constitute the most noteworthy characteristics of 
their local media environments. However, a majority focused on aspects of greater or lesser media freedom, the extent 
of government ownership and control, the significance of ethnic segmentation, and shifting relationships between 
traditional mainstream media and rapidly evolving social online media channels - even in countries (such as Vietnam and 
Malaysia) where government control or influence over mainstream media remain particularly strong. 
 
 
5.2.7  South East Asian “context” 
 
One aspect of the commonly perceived differences in communication between ‘east and west’ is the claimed extent to 
which the context of communication can influence its impact and effectiveness. Hall (1977) speaks of Asian societies as 
‘high context’ cultures, which suggests that the person who does the talking, the precise nature of the relationship 
between the parties involved, the relative status of each participant, and other precise circumstances in which the 
communication is taking place, are all significantly more important in Asian societies than in western ones. But do our 
interviewees concur (Question 30)? 
 
5.2.7.1 Putting it all in context 
When examining the opinions expressed by the interviewees, the theme of ‘Context’ indicated a strong presence. For 
example, Wee agreed that in Singapore and other countries where she operates, the context of communication matters 
greatly. She shaped her communication style to suit whatever would be most comfortable for those with whom she had 
to work: “Context matters. It is very much tied to relationships. To me, that is what context means – the relationships 
you have with people. In my small team of communicators, I have an English girl who grew up in Hong Kong and another 
who is Thai. I can be very candid and blunt with one, but not with the other. So I am very aware that even the context of 
that (kind of) relationship has an effect on your communication.” 
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Raul Fernandes (Philippines) agreed that context was especially important in Asian environments. In the Philippines, 
political inter-connectedness was often most significant. “Because of the highly politicised nature of business in this 
country, if a client expresses a view people think very carefully about the connections and their agenda.” In his work, it 
was particularly important to consider all of the political contexts in which his clients were operating, including political 
party affiliations and related financial interests. Under this theme, opinions were grouped and described below, under 
the sub-themes  ‘Context is universal’, ’Context and collectivism’, ‘Context and authority’, ‘Trend toward openness, 
‘Varying importance of context’, and ‘Symmetry’.    
- ‘Context’ is universal 
Pryambodo (Indonesia) saw a high level of importance given to context in Asian societies, but questioned whether this 
was really so different at its core to the west: “Context is important in the west too. In any struggle between the rider 
and the elephant, one only takes control part of the time. Human nature is a constant. In the west people judge by what 
they hear more than what they see (on the surface). What’s so different?” In his work for clients, he simply emphasised 
to them the importance of presenting themselves as likeable, along with any experience and authority they may have to 
offer: “Authority, experience, likeability - these are all important everywhere.” 
Like Pryambodo in Jakarta, Blunt in Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam) accepted the importance of context but questioned 
whether it was really any more important in the east than the west: “I think that context is crucial everywhere.” Perhaps 
a more significant difference was about what kinds of context mattered most. For example, in the United States, media 
would be quicker to ascribe psychological mindsets to the choice of a necktie than in other locations. People everywhere 
were concerned about the context of communication – but in different places they noticed and emphasised different 
kinds of context. 
- Context and collectivism 
Nguyen (Vietnam) said it was important to recognise the context of collectivist thinking in Vietnam. Communication had 
to be framed according to what could be seen to be in the group interest: family, local community or nation. People still 
tended to have more reverence to community opinion leaders in Vietnam than in other countries. She emphasised the 
need to understand that the distinction between personal and professional life was smaller in Vietnam than many other 
countries, which needed to be borne in mind in all communications: almost anything could be personal. 
- Context and authority 
Somporn (Thailand) believed context did matter in Thailand, especially in relation to the need to demonstrate respect. 
Factors such as the importance of seniority and judging the right time and place for communication were always 
significant. She gave a great deal of thought to the timing and location of any media events, avoiding Mondays, Fridays 
and weekends wherever possible. Media interest tended to be poorer then.  Media interest would occasionally be good 
on a Friday, but even then, public interest was likely to be lower over the weekend, when the results might be published 
or broadcast - so her energy would not be well spent. Somporn talked of being cautious about dealing with senior 
people in Thailand, not just out of traditional deference and respect, but also because of the power they could wield. For 
example, “a senior journalist is very powerful here”. 
- Trend toward openness 
In slight contrast to Somporn’s views, Chairat (Thailand) sensed a growing desire for all levels of society to become more 
accessible and open and less tendency to give uncritical deference to authority. He cited recent Thai floods when it had 
been difficult to find accurate, unvarnished information on the crisis through traditional channels.  Facebook fan pages 
quickly filled the vacuum. Simply by searching “Thai floods”, local people could find sites packed with unofficial 
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information on what was really happening and what people were doing.  Eventually, even information from government 
sources started to find its way onto these pages, by-passing traditional channels and hierarchical protocols. By popular 
demand, Ttwitter came to the rescue as well. A disabled person trapped in his house was able to tweet for help, and 
locals came to his rescue. A famous actress tweeted that her house was being flooded and fans rushed to assist. Chairat 
also talked about one of Thailand’s successful new budget airlines, Nok Air, operating out of Bangkok’s old Don Muang 
airport, building a strong profile for itself and its CEO very quickly using Facebook and Ttwitter, rather than using 
traditional ‘old media’ relationship-building approaches: “There’s a revolution in Thailand – it’s a period of big change.”  
(Appendix 1, Professional Practice Examples, provides more information on this.) 
Ling, in Singapore, felt context was less important now in routine consumer communications - describing it as 
“commodity PR, marketing communications”, yet it remained “incredibly important” when seeking to understand the 
dimensions of any issue in public affairs work. For example, in efforts to change laws or regulations, it was vital to 
understand draft legislation, the processes it needed to go through, the timing of each stage, and the “different triggers” 
for action along the way to its promulgation. It was not enough just to argue a case: there was also a need to understand 
process, timing, and the way to argue a case appropriately. Another important part of context was to understand “the 
national psyche” of Singaporeans. This sometimes included a need to recognise a difference between “the expat view” 
and “the local view” – to understand how they may differ and how they may impact upon one another. These were all 
parts of the context of any major communication issue in Singapore, and it did matter. 
- Varying importance of context 
Chin (Singapore) supported the view that context matters, but added that it could be over-stated at times. “I would not 
say it is pervasive… because it is not that Asia is so undeveloped that you worry about that all the time.” In most Asian 
countries, people were well able to make adjustments to take account of the cultural origins of any message and find 
ways to frame it more usefully within their own local context. Nevertheless, she conceded she sometimes needed to 
approach issues differently for Chinese language media in Singapore, to reflect some differing interests and values in a 
more traditional community. Questions around language continued to be more important across the region than many 
people outside of Asia appreciated. For example, it was easy to do business of all kinds in Singapore using only English, 
but one only had to take a short drive over the border into Malaysia to find civil servants who did not speak any English 
at all. Even in the heart of the capital Kuala Lumpur, it was possible to walk into a shop, as Chin did recently, and find 
someone behind the counter who could not speak any English. “That was a bit tricky for me because I don’t speak any 
Malay.” Chin thought such linguistic variation between close neighbours was not always well appreciated from afar. 
Even in Singapore, some areas of retail activity were dominated by Filipinos for example, and this sometimes gave rise to 
certain “cultural communication” issues at times, notwithstanding the fact that the majority of Filipinos speak English 
along with their national language. Differing accents, variations in English expression, and varied interpretations of 
meanings could all impact on the effectiveness of communication in Singapore and across the region, even amongst 
people who were supposedly “speaking the same language”. 
- Symmetry 
In Kuala Lumpur, Mohamed (Malaysia) was ambivalent: agreeing that “context is everything” but at the same time not 
convinced that there was enough effective communication of any kind going on in the country. The lack of symmetry in 
most communication in the public sphere in Malaysia did not make for credible communication from official sources and 
communities were consequently becoming more critical over time. Rajeet, also in Kuala Lumpur, spoke fatalistically of 
Malaysians having “a bit of a feudal nature”, often showing a superficial deference to people of high rank without 
necessarily paying much attention to what they had to say. One of the most important requirements for media success 
was often simply to find a senior enough “VIP” to deliver the PR message, regardless of its content, as this would 
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increase the likelihood of strong coverage. The speaker’s perceived hierarchical “authority” could outweigh all other 
considerations. In this respect - though Mohamed parted company with Rajeet in her contention that respect was 
becoming frayed – both Malaysian practitioners concurred that the hierarchically-based authority of information 
sources had long been a paramount consideration in driving Malaysian communications. 
American-born Hawke was most succinct and of all respondents on the matter of context in South East Asia: “Context - 
yes, I think it’s important but maybe not to the degree people may say it is. A good message is a good message, 
anywhere.” 
 
5.2.7.2 Conclusions on the importance of context 
There was near unanimity on the proposition that South East Asia is indeed a ‘high context’ zone for communicators, 
with the perceived rank and authority of communicators being a key contextual consideration at all times. However, 
beyond this common ground, a range of views exist about which other aspects of context are truly significant from one 
location to another and how much this truly differs at heart from western nations. 
 
 
5.2.8  In conclusion: What matters? 
 
Two risks arise in any interview in regard to the veracity of views being expressed:  firstly, that interviewees may not feel 
able to voice what is most important to them, because the questions posed do not go to the core of what they want to 
say; secondly, that the very nature of a question-and-answer discussion risks ‘manufacturing’ opinions – faithfully 
reporting how interviewees respond to the propositions being put to them, but without necessarily giving any indication 
of the extent to which any of the responses actually matter to them.   
Ideally, interviewees should feel they can put forward any relevant observations on the subjects at hand, even if they go 
beyond the strict confines of what is being put to them by their interviewer. It is also desirable to derive some sense of 
the extent to which answers reflect pre-existing viewpoints of the interviewee or whether they might be at worst, 
comments prompted only by the interviewer.  In short, how can a reader assess the weight and depth of any opinions 
being expressed? With these twin concerns in mind, two final questions invited interviewees to consider (1) whether 
they had any further observations that they wished to make, without any more specific verbal prompting (Question 31), 
and (2) how much – if at all – any of the issues that under discussion mattered to them personally (Question 32). 
 
5.2.8.1 Final observations – and who really cares? 
Responses on the theme of what matters to respondents personally as with others, proved varied. Overall, there was a 
general inclination toward endorsing the proposition that the interview topics under discussion do matter to most 
interviewees on a personal level. The opinions under this theme are summarised below under the sub-themes ‘Shared 
humanity amid diversity’, ‘Some traditional attitudes remain’, ‘Taking time to reflect: Making a difference?’, and ‘Other 
closing remarks’. 
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- Shared humanity amidst diversity 
For her part, Chin (Singapore) observed that she had often thought about the issues raised in the interview in the course 
of her work across Asia. She observed that while there was much more talk arising on the topic of cultural diversity now, 
which was good, she was still struck most by what was common about human nature wherever she went, regardless of 
culture or location. For example, “people still want information and they want it quickly”.  
She lamented that the calibre of people employed in “the communication business” had slipped over recent years. 
“Some these days don’t have the passion to write any more. And some of the younger people don’t know grammar.” 
There had been a period in the education system of her own country, Singapore, where grammar had not been taught 
well, leaving many young people - including a niece of hers - with “real problems” communicating well in writing. 
Notwithstanding this, Chin made an effort to stay engaged with latest communication trends and keep up with the 
times, even if she did not always agree with everything she observed: “You need to do that or risk becoming a dinosaur.” 
As to whether any of the current discussion mattered to her, Chin said it did: “Cultural diversity and how it affects our 
work is something quite close to my heart. Because I do a lot of work on a regional basis, I need to be in-tune with 
cultural diversity - but not go overboard about it either.  Knowledge about it is important. Businesses are getting very 
globalised and people in them need to start getting a more global outlook.” 
Ling in Singapore had no doubt that issues concerning cultural diversity across Asia did matter to her. “Working 
environments in Asia are incredibly different. About 40 per cent of staff here (in Ling’s agency) are not Singaporeans.” 
She said she was concerned that in Asia, generally there was not enough reflective thinking behind public rerlations 
work -  “a lot of it is just process-driven”. The attitude of too many people was “just get the job done”, without enough 
reflection on whether any of it should be done better or even be done at all. She cared about such issues a great deal: 
“Because I run a business in a competitive market, certain things really bug me… quality of service, quality of results.” 
But speaking of the work of her own team, Ling added that she remained “incredibly proud of the brand”. 
Mohamed (Malaysia) in Kuala Lumpur said she was very interested that most of the topics under discussion were really 
“universal issues” and that people in one place could increasingly affect the views of people far away. She had watched 
the rise of President Barack Obama in the United States and much of what he had said and done as US President was 
having an effect which was “opening people’s eyes” to the fact that change to the status quo can happen in other 
countries too. As to the importance of the topics under discussion, Mohamed was in no doubt: “It means a lot to me.” 
Blunt (Vietnam) was similarly reflective about the growing interconnectedness of the world in the early 21st century and 
the place of his profession within that: “What is at this point a universal truth is that the world has got tiny. A stone in 
the pond in one place has an impact far away. The world has gotten so ridiculously small that you have to be cognisant 
of your impact beyond your line of sight.” But it was unsettling that events could happen so fast that “you don’t have 
time to reflect”. Further complicating the delicate balancing act between careful thinking and fast response was the fact 
that the world was becoming more litigious too: “How can you reconcile these colliding forces, as everything ricochets 
off everything else?” 
Waluyo’s (Indonesia/Singapore) closing words were to observe - despite the many differences from country to country 
across the region - that “I think we are all a lot more similar than we think we are”. In the 21st century, people 
everywhere were increasingly being influenced by the same trends, seeking information in the same ways and seeking 
to be recognised more for their individual worth: “We are more political than we think we are. The way we are being 
connected more and more gives people the chance to see what is going on.” One consequence was that practitioners 
and the organisations they work for were becoming more and more accountable. In line with this, it was becoming 
increasingly vital for practitioners to “educate ourselves, stay curious… get out and engage”. 
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Pryambodo’s closing words from Jakarta (Indonesia) were characteristically direct and repeated an earlier refrain of his 
in slightly different terms: “I think that cultural sensitivity is important, but having said that I would caution against 
making too much of it. The fundamentals of persuasion are the same, whether you are in New York, Timbuktu or 
Yogyakarta. There are cultural traits that make people more or less prone to certain types of communication – but that’s 
about it.”  
Finally, on the oddity of being asked to respond to so many questions about what goes on beneath the surface of 
communication in complex cultural environments, Pryambodo offered a reason as to why he and some of his peers 
might exhibit awkwardness when finding ways to express their thinking on these matters: “I think we process it all 
subconsciously rather than analysing it consciously. A fish doesn’t analyse the water.” 
- Some traditional attitudes remain 
Nguyen (Vietnam) observed that questions about the balance between traditional Vietnamese values and modern 
thinking did play on her mind. One of her foreign colleagues would often tease her in a good natured way about 
Vietnamese wanting to be international and modern - but without threatening their traditional family and gender values 
in any way. She said all the questions put to her mattered on a personal level, including issues of gender difference - 
though she remained uncertain about the significance that gender had exerted in her own working life: “I’m not sure 
about that yet.” 
Rajeet (Malaysia) made his final remarks about the  friction he sometimes encountered between Singaporeans and 
Malysian public relations practitoners.  “We often don’t see eye to eye”, and  Singaporean practitioners could even be “a 
bit obnoxious” at times: “They look on Malaysians as inferior. I find American colleagues tend to be a lot more polite.” 
He found Malaysian practitioners on the whole, more creative than those in Singapore, possibly due to a more relaxed 
culture. “They don’t have the same rush-rush mentality as the Singapore ones.”  
Rajeet conceded he had not previously thought much about most of the topics discussed in the interview. Reinforcing 
Pryambodo’s remarks in Indonesia, he felt that in Malaysia it was simply “second nature” to make rapid cultural 
adjustments when switching between distinct social groups. 
- Taking time to reflect: Making a difference? 
Blunt (Vietnam) observed that the process of writing a media release – any media release – now took him only “about 
13 minutes”, so there was no opportunity for deep reflection about its content. Briefing a client to prepare for a meeting 
with media often required deeper thought and outside of this he increasingly reflected on the growing number of 
environmental factors that now had to be taken on board. In his own agency, Blunt tried to clear more time these days 
to give greater thought to strategic issues over operational ones and to maintain clarity about the big picture. 
Wee’s closing comment from Singapore was that she very much wanted to understand “how different the model is here 
to other places”, on a country-to-country basis as well as on a region-wide basis: “I think the questions around cultural 
differences and nuances you have been asking me are very important.” Notwithstanding her earlier criticisms of the 
bank in which she works, he said she still felt pride when she heard people saying good things about the organisation 
and proud when she felt she had been able to “bring value… not just the (media) clippings but with the big picture”. It 
was all the more satisfying to make a difference when the internal politics of big business were as difficult as they had 
become. 
- Other closing remarks 
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Rajeet (Malaysia) volunteered that if he was to add any further topic to the interview it would have been about the 
importance of “corporate reputation management” and the role of public relations to protect brand values and maintain 
the mission and vision of an enterprise. Public relations could do much more in Asia to help restore direction and 
reassure stakeholders in these areas. 
Hawke (Thailand/Vietnam) did not want to volunteer any further remarks other than to observe that “I think this is all 
important – it’s critical to the way we do business”. Somporn (Thailand) had more to say without specific prompting: 
“From my experience working in a few different PR firms, when we have clients or colleagues from other countries, they 
often don’t understand Thai thinking and how people express their concerns and their thinking here. It’s my job to get 
them to understand.” This extended to appreciating the important nuances between different parts of Thailand as well- 
both north and south. As a practitioner, it was important to seek varied experience with a variety of clients and to add 
value to each of those clients. “If you limit yourself, it can be very difficult to get out of the box and know how to adapt 
and expand.” Public relations practice was becoming more difficult as consumers and media everywhere became more 
aware of the techniques and tools of PR: “There is no magic spell – you can’t (just) repeat the pattern.” There was a 
need to maintain consistency of strategy and a clear focus on key messages, and, finally “you must also be creative”.  
Chairat (Thailand) had no particular unprompted remarks to add, but welcomed the opportunity to comment on 
whether the issues under discussion really mattered to him. Yes, they did: “It’s important… culture is very important. 
Politics is very important too.” Chairat described culture and political forces as the “key driving forces in people’s lives”, 
and as such they must be recognised as important to all practitioners. 
 
5.2.8.2 Conclusions on final remarks and ‘what really matters’ 
The closing remarks of most participants indicated some common themes across the region. These include: questions 
around reconciling old and new priorities; professional pride and how to maintain it under stressful and conflicted 
working conditions; the challenges of operating in an increasingly volatile, fluid and fast-moving environment; and how 
to better prepare new and future practitioners for the complex realities they face. At the same time, the wide variety of 
comments and forms of expression also demonstrated, if any demonstration was needed, that practitioners in South 
East Asia continue to exhibit considerable diversity in their concerns and pre-occupations, with these often extending 
well beyond the immediate workplace. In this respect the findings tend to support suggestions made by public relations 
scholars including Pal & Dutta (2008), Caroline Hodges (2006), Jacquie L’Etang (2011) and others in recent years that the 
work of public relations practitioners might fruitfully be analysed within a wider range of analytical perspectives. 
Certainly, it would seem that regional practitioners themselves have pre-occupations, concerns, values, aspirations and 
ways of seeing their work and their world that extend well beyond the narrow instrumental purposes of their employing 
organisations. 
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“I can’t hire men. I’ve lowered my standards on occasion to try hire men, but so many of them are stupid.” 
 
(Male) Interviewee, Ho Chi Minh City 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Most important is managing expectations. It’s increasingly difficult because the nature of our clients and the 
competitiveness in our industries makes that a real challenge. People want to outdo their competitors and it creates 
huge challenges.” 
 
Interviewee, Singapore 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Because I’m in a bank… my boss measures it in (media) coverage received. He doesn’t care if I have to sleep with 
someone. These guys are still very old-school.” 
 
(Female) Interviewee, Singapore 
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6.0 Chapter Six: Broad conclusions 
 
 
The previous chapter (Chapter Five: Findings) analysed the responses to the questionnaire and the opinions of 
interviewees on a wide range of topics with individual conclusions provided under each major theme and the sub-
themes embedded in them.  
The current chapter provides some broader observations and overall conclusions on the findings, based not only on the 
questionnaire results and interviews, but also on the contextual background research cited in earlier chapters. These are 
detailed below.  
 
6.1 Finding unanimity amid diversity 
Overall, it is striking to see unanimous agreement among practitioners who participated in the study that awareness of 
culture does matter to effective public relations practice, and near unanimity that a close knowledge of specific societies 
and cultures is important for practitioners working in those societies. This tends to confirm research undertaken in 
recent years by a number of academics, including Kate Fitch (2012), whose interviews amongst 17 PR practitioners in 
Singapore and Perth, Australia, concluded that intercultural competence is coming to be widely viewed as an important 
attribute for 21st century practitioners. It also goes at least some of the way toward answering the calls that have been 
made in recent years for more attention to be given to matters of culture, including more qualitative and ethnographic 
depth in PR research, by writers such as  Caroline Hodges (2006), Mahuya Pal and Mohan Dutta (2008) and Jacquie 
L’Etang (2011). The wide-ranging views of the practitioners of six nations uncovered in the current study serve to 
confirm that most practitioners might indeed welcome more continuing research focus in this area. 
 
6.2 Recognising the central role of language 
While not expressed directly or specifically elicited in the questions posed, one of the more confronting aspects of the 
findings is the strong inference which might be drawn from some interviews that specific knowledgenot just about 
culture but of the mechanics of local language, can be important. This dimension has implications for how thinking itself 
is structured, and can therefore be important to achieve effective results for PRCC professionals. The assertion made in 
one interview, for example, that Bahasa Indonesia is built more on an oral tradition than a literary one suggests strongly 
that simple translation of PR documents from English into Indonesian is likely to produce disappointing results amongst 
target audiences, if no other adjustments are made to the mode of delivery or other tactics. Similarly, the observation 
that Thai language does not lend itself readily to fast, interactive online communication - an assertion uncovered in local 
background research - also gives pause for thought. Such matters should surely be tested and debated more widely than 
they have been to date. This linguistic dimension has not been exposed and analysed by other international public 
relations researchers to date, although some recent writers have come close to doing so, at least implicitly, in their 
discussions of important differences between US and Asian operating environments and the implications of these for 
practice and teaching (Ahmad and Putra, 2008; Ahmad and Bidin, 2013; Lim, Goh and Sriramesh, 2005). Multi-lingual 
researchers in this region and elsewhere might potentially be able to offer deeper understandings. 
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6.3 Balancing globalised and localised approaches 
Notwithstanding the above, it seems equally clear that many practitioners see certain aspects of the practice of public 
relations as largely universal across the region and beyond; that is, they do not always see them as requiring a unique 
local perspective in all cases. This is commonly said to be so when dealing with corporate positioning and brand-building 
for certain kinds of consumer products and services, particularly those which focus on younger, more educated and 
upwardly-mobile (especially English-speaking) segments of commercial markets. Indeed, it would appear that there is 
particular status and kudos to be found in looking ‘international’ or even simply American or European in certain 
contexts, such as (for example) being European with fashion and cosmetic products and American with most 
information technology and entertainment products, while Korean branding is becoming more prominent and 
aspirational in these fields too. In these contexts, public relations practice in all locations may be increasingly framed by 
studies of modernism and globalisation as much as by studies of PR theory, as Mahuya Pal and Mohan Dutta (2008) have 
noted. Some interviewees noted that distinctive local identities and characteristics matter the most when there is a 
government dimension to the work being undertaken, particularly if it is for a public sector employer or client or if it is 
the government itself which needs to be engaged positively and convinced to act in some way. The language of local 
identity, patriotism and parochialism then come more strongly to the fore. 
 
6.4 Recognising the political dimension 
Most interviewees indicated a distinct wariness about politics. This was consistent with the findings of the online 
questionnaire, which revealed a significantly high level of sensitivity around the question of work seen to have any 
overtly political dimensions. This appears to be one of the most striking contrasts between typical western PR 
environments and the South East Asian environment. In the former, political involvement is often seen as a healthy act 
of citizenship, without necessarily having deep consequences for other parts of a practitioner’s longer term career or 
livelihood. Yet in this regional context, the decision to become involved in work with overtly political dimensions must 
be weighed with extreme care, it seems. What this says about the state of political life across the region, the enduring 
prevalence of forms of political ‘tribalism’, and broad perceptions about how ‘clean’  the work of government is, may be 
worthy of much deeper reflection. Based on this sample of capable professionals (which may serve as a preliminary 
study), it would appear that many of the ‘best and brightest’ in South East Asian societies actively steer away from 
association with the important work of government, and this might rightly trouble anyone concerned with good 
governance in the region. These research findings, in this respect, tend to confirm the contention made more than a 
decade ago by Sriramesh (2004) that public relations, conceived as a true two-way symmetrical process, only flourishes 
in relatively open, tolerant and democratic societies, whereas “in societies where public opinion is not valued, the 
nature of public relations tends to be one-way and propagandistic in nature” (Sriramesh, 2004; p. 5).  
 
6.5 Appreciating the declining ‘authority’ of the Westerner 
More broadly, when it comes to the matter of ‘authority’, it seems to be the case that although the assumptions of 
English-speaking foreign clients and bosses remain rarely questioned, this may relate less to the fact that their 
judgments are always correct and somewhat more to polite norms of behaviour which limit direct challenges to high-
ranking authority figures in ‘high context’ (Hall, 1977) Asian societies. It may also indicate the financial and professional 
power of western multinational PR firms operating in the region, which provide employment to local PR professionals 
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and subtly restrict the ability of locals to challenge the authority of their foreign bosses. Nevertheless, the lack of 
challenge to authority does not appear to be simply an ‘east-west’ factor. While global power distributions and colonial 
histories may play some part, relatively unchallenged deference to ‘foreign’ authority appears widespread in the region 
and perhaps just as evident when there are purely intra-Asian cultural differences at play. Examples cited earlier in this 
dissertation include some Japanese executives in Thailand, and some Singaporean executives in Vietnam. 
In such cases, it may arguably be just as difficult, inside an Asian culture, to question a leader from another part of Asia 
who is making mistaken assumptions.  Indeed, this difficulty may even exist even when the parties to a discussion come 
from the same country, simply due to the high power imbalances existing between individuals, for reasons linked to 
Hofstede’s (2001) ‘power-distance’ dimension.  
Balanced against this, the qualitative findings in this study suggest that certain deferential attitudes may be showing 
modest signs of decline over time. The drift of global economic power to the east, and recent economic and political 
crises arising in western countries, western educations of some local professionals and generational change, may all be 
contributing to the beginnings of a new assertiveness amongst the so-called “polite” Asians, at least in regard to their 
outlooks towards the west. The sometimes blunt words of interviewees like Pryambodo, Ling and Mohamed, for 
example, indicate a growing willingness to be more frank about the shortcomings of “experts” both inside and outside 
the region than many would have been in times gone by. In some respects, these practitioners’ perspectives sound 
reminiscent of comments made by a prominent Singaporean media commentator and former diplomat, Kishore 
Mahbubani (2011) on the so-called Global Financial Crisis:  “Before this crisis, Asian policy makers deferred towards their 
western counterparts. We assumed the west knew best on finance and economics. The enormous blunders since 
committed by the US and Europe mean deference has been replaced by disquiet.” Suggesting that the crisis should more 
logically be described as a “Western Financial Crisis”, this commentator contends that “Asians are too polite. Sometimes 
it takes a relatively rude Asian, like me, to express our continent’s true feelings.” It is time, Mahbubani believes, for 
western countries to face up to “the pain of re-adjustment” that they have previously prescribed for others (Mahbubani, 
2011; p A22). Listening to some of the respondents to this project, it is hard not to detect polite echoes of Mahbubani’s 
outlook. 
 
6.6 Acknowledging distinctive identities amidst common experiences 
The picture that emerges, based on the survey, interviews and background research, is of a community of practitioners 
who are contending with considerable flux and dynamism in their operating environments. They appear to face a range 
of challenges that have much in common, often revolving around a quest to balance traditional expectations and 
sensitivities with contemporary emerging realities, and a level of uncertainty around where to find this balance in all 
cases.  
A growing sense of regional identity and sometimes pride is indicated, in a part of the world that is increasingly being 
noticed and given serious acknowledgment by those outside of it. Yet balanced against this is a strong sense  - again, 
often pride - about what remains different for each specific national location and what this means in terms of the way 
practitioners in each place should approach their work. 
 
6.7 Recognising dangers as well as benefits in cultural generalisation 
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Notwithstanding much of the content of this dissertation which might suggest the contrary, this researcher would argue 
there is a need for caution about uncritically accepting and teaching those models which purport to generalise about 
‘cultural characteristics’, in the style of Hofstede (1981, 2001, 2010) and House et al (2004).   
While acknowledging their evident usefulness to many people as a form of short-hand guide to cultural distinctions, one 
does not need to search too far in the real world, to find examples of Asian people who are strongly individualistic, for 
example, or Westerners who are so devoted to family expectations that they put these ahead of their own individualistic 
impulses. One of the dangers of making an effort to understand and respect broad cultural differences is that, 
unfortunately, it can sometimes lead to sweeping generalisations  - a phenomenon some intercultural communication 
researchers have described as “sophisticated stereotyping” (Steiner, 2004). At worst, in this particular context, it risks 
creating a more refined version of the well-worn phenomenon of ‘Orientalism’ (Said, 1979 )in which Western observers 
have tended historically to portray Asians as colourfully exotic ‘outsider’ figures, either in patronising or fearful terms. 
This may underlie the apparent outlook of at least one interviewee, Pryambodo, who was repeatedly at pains to 
discourage exaggerated perceptions of fundamental east-west difference in human nature. More subtle and nuanced 
analyses of cultural variation may prove fruitful for continuing study in this field. 
It may also be desirable to update, revise and re-test the findings and theorisations of Hofstead (2001, 2010), Hall (1977) 
and other cultural researchers over time, to take continuing account of the ongoing effects of increased globalisation 
and the ‘ethnoscapes’ (Appadurai, 1996) of the present day.   The fluidity of even so-called ‘traditional’ cultures may 
sometimes be under-estimated. 
 
6.8 Distinguishing “Asian identity” from cosmetic veneer and stereotyping 
The comments and inferences of interviewees in this study in regard to ‘Asian identity’ suggest there is  a danger that  
outsiders to the region,  in their well-intended effort to give recognition to the existence of ‘Asian identity’,  could do so 
in a way that inadvertently tips over into a form of patronising ‘Orientalism’ (Said, 1979). Perhaps even worse, they 
might conceivably just put an exotic cosmetic veneer over western cultural values - as has been suggested in regard to a 
recent Hollywood trend to make Asian-themed movies which nevertheless still glorify customary individualistic 
Americanised themes of ‘finding yourself’and being able to ‘do anything if you never give up’ - rather than showing any 
real  comprehension of Asian priorities which often place less emphasis on the individual self (Toronto, 2008). 
 
6.9 The danger in being a “parochial cosmopolitan” 
Closely related to the above phenomenon, perhaps, is the danger of international PRCC practitioners and those for 
whom they work allowing themselves to become  “parochial cosmopolitans” (Berger, 2002; p. 6) ; in other words,  
people who move comfortably from country to country, airport to airport, hotel room to hotel room, taxi to taxi, 
meeting venue to meeting venue, and so on, and see themselves as very well travelled, but who do so without ever 
seriously engaging with the communities they are passing through. The comments made by some respondents in this 
research project, in regard to the inadequate recognition that many international executives  have for the nuances of 
the countries and communities in which they are doing business, tend to support the contention made by Peter Berger 
(2002) that many international executives “live in a protective ‘bubble’ that shields them from any meaningful contact 
with the indigenous cultures on which they impinge (and also) shields them from serious doubts about what they are 
doing” (Berger, 2002; p. 6). Comments by interviewees in this study, including Chairat, Chin and Blunt, all suggest that is 
not purely an east-west problem either. On occasion it can just as well manifest itself in a level of cultural blindness or 
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perhaps even racism shown by, for example, a Singaporean executive operating in Thailand, a Japanese executive in 
Singapore, or a Hong Kong executive in Vietnam. 
It would seem from the survey responses and interviews that the potential contributions of South East Asian 
practitioners who have a deep-seated knowledge and understanding of local and regional identity issues might prove 
particularly insightful, offering voices capable of enlightening some less culturally knowledgeable multinational 
employers. Some of these local practitioners may also be well served if they can find ways to assert their superior local 
knowledge and understanding with greater authority and confidence on occasion. 
Berger (2002) concedes that many people in business and professions around the world indeed have deeper, more truly 
cosmopolitan outlooks than they reveal each day in their workplaces, but that they may tend to keep these in check in 
the presence of less knowledgable foreign peers. They may quietly conform to the shallower levels of thinking around 
them, sometimes more inclined to cultural stereotyping than deep insight, given that quiet acquiescence can benefit 
their careers in multinational organisations and their sense of themselves as successful global citizens. In a process of 
“creative compartmentalization” they may nonetheless retain personal lives outside work that are “dominated by very 
different cultural themes” (Berger, 2002; p. 6). 
With the observations of Berger and the comments of the current interviewees in mind, it may serve the development 
of a more truly inclusive brand of ‘globalisation’ if differences of outlook can come to be aired somewhat more freely 
and candidly - in classrooms, in boardrooms and anywhere else they have relevance. 
 
6.10 The importance of tactical flexibility 
At a tactical level, practitioners involved in this project gave strong indication, in the form of agreement by 82 per cent 
of respondents, that it is important to consider what factors may stand in the way of the transferability of a successful 
strategy or technique from one location to another, on the basis of local relevance and cultural appropriateness. 
Relevant factors might include, for example, the collectivist nature of Vietnamese journalists leading to greater comfort 
in a group gathering, in contrast with a reported preference of Malaysian journalists to attain a more ‘exclusive’ story, as 
noted by interviewees in this study. Once again, while such differences might seem self-evident to some practitioners in 
these countries, such ‘obvious’ observations are surprisingly difficult to locate in most currently available international 
public relations literature. 
  
6.11 Acknowledging rising ‘pace of life’ anxieties 
One of the common themes noted across all interviews was the perception that the pace of working life is noticeably 
quickening, along with competition for attention spans, and a growing phenomenon of superficial and disrupted 
attention spans, as commercialism, work pressures and technological capabilities continually rise. This seems not just a 
region-wide phenomenon, but one common to western nations as well, as noted by authors including Gleick (1999), 
Davenport and Beck (2001), and others. If respondents in the current study are to be believed, the phenomenon may be 
even more pronounced in the fast-changing developing countries of South East Asia. This aspect would appear worthy of 
closer scrutiny in coming years, especially in countries such as Indonesia that are experiencing particularly spectacular 
rates of economic development and urbanisation. 
6.12 Recognising the pervasiveness yet elusiveness of gender factors 
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Also common to western societies, it would appear, is the acceptance by more than half of survey respondents that 
gender issues between women and men require careful attention, though it is noteworthy that when attempting to 
explore this in more detail in the in-depth interviews there was no clear consensus about where exactly the most 
important manifestations of this could be found. In the marketplace? Amongst clients? In the workforce itself? And 
arising from what?  
One of the few aspects of the gender debate which seems to enjoy broad agreement was that the PRCC workforce 
overall is heavily ‘feminised’ across the region, but remains male-dominated at its higher levels, as is the case with more 
traditional professions such as law, medicine, architecture and others, both in eastern and western nations. Unlike these 
other more traditional professions, however, women appear to start out with some real advantages in PR: for example, 
easier entry for women and a greater recognised emphasis on attributes such as ‘people skills’ and empathy, often more 
commonly associated with women. But surprisingly little comment was offered in regard to how this might be 
interpreted or acted upon.  This may be an example of what interviewee Budi Pryambodo had in mind with his 
somewhat wry comment that “a fish doesn’t analyse the water”.  To many, it seems, the status quo just is what it is. 
Nevertheless, scope would appear to exist for deeper exploration of this dimension on a cross-regional basis, building on 
foundations first laid by American researchers, notably Toth and Grunig (1993), and Aldoori and Toth (2002). 
 
6.13 The importance of access issues and local communication habits 
One further aspect which stands out from western circumstances is the serious attention which most respondents (70 
per cent) agree must be given both to differences in access to technologies and differing local communication habits. 
Based on both the questionnaire and the interviews, it would appear unwise to make the kinds of broad assumptions 
often made in developed western countries about universal roll-outs of standaridised communication programs and 
campaigns. To put it differently: What’s good for New York may be fine in Denver and San Diego - but what’s good for 
Bangkok may not be good for Chiang Rai or Songkhla. An online campaign which hits the mark in Ho Chi Minh City or 
Hanoi may prove invisible in Haiphong or Can Tho, and so on. The reasons for this may be multifaceted, touching on 
incomes, unevenness in infrastructure, issues of local dialect and accents, differences in lifestyles, and other factors. For 
example, it would appear from these interviews that the popularity of the Blackberry phone in urban Indonesia may 
make it an unusually powerful campaign response tool in that location. While such issues may be less significant when 
campaigns seek only to target the ‘low hanging fruit’ of major capital cities, the significance may rise as the need grows 
to capture larger proportions of national populations. This aspect would appear to require more serious recognition by 
scholars and practitioners.  
 
6.14 Recognising the impact of colonialism and post-colonialism  
The observations of interviewees including Chairat and Mohamed tend to reinforce the hypothesis implicit in this 
research project, that an understanding of the religious and colonial histories of countries in the region can help explain 
much about the phenomenon of overlapping identities, and enduring frictions and rivalries evident in the region and the 
impact these may have on some aspects of professional PRCC practice. The findings here suggest that such an 
understanding may provide insights into the ongoing need for practitioners to tread carefully when dealing with issues 
which impinge upon ethnic, religious and other deep-seated historical sensitivities which cannot be observed simply by 
reviewing a current map of the region. The arbitrary creation of state borders in the interests of former colonial powers 
over centuries and subsequent further re-divisions - for example between Singapore and Malaysia, and between 
Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines - have cast long shadows. 
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An understanding of these histories may also help in making sense of some post-colonial thinking evident across the 
region, amongst PRCC practitioners and commentators noted throughout this study, with self- identities appearing to be 
at least partially influenced by the not-always-flattering characteristics previously ascribed by colonial masters (Pierik, 
2004); at time perhaps as a reaction against such ascribed characteristics; and even, on occasion, by an apparent  
determination to ditch neo-colonial thinking of all kinds and define local identities in new ways for new times.  In all 
cases, long-standing colonial characterisations may continue to cast shadows. 
An understanding of colonial histories and rivalries, the historic diversity within the region, and arguably also the 
absence of any single strong ‘bonding’ experience of the kind experienced in Europe in the traumatic aftermath of World 
War Two, may together go some way toward understanding why not all forces point in the direction of a unified and 
coordinated ASEAN Zone in the post-colonial era – notwithstanding the regional commitment to a common market 
across the zone in 2015. Some validation for the comments made by practitioners in this study in regard to the 
unrecognised diversity of outlooks in different countries of the region can be found in a recent observation by the Prime 
Minister of Singapore that the nations of ASEAN are noteworthy for NOT having fought wars amongst themselves and 
therefore, for not having bonded in any post-war reconstruction efforts.  ASEAN nations are, Mr Lee contends, more 
diverse in culture, political values and religion than the countries of Europe (Lee, 2010). 
 
6.15 Seeing possibilities for new cultural boundaries 
The observations of interviewees tend to confirm the assertions made by a number of anthropologists in recent decades 
that culture is not something which conforms comfortably to the kind of simple models favoured by early 
anthropologists. Joel S Kahn (1991) for example, has rightly noted that cultures, in the way they were conceived by early 
anthropologists and more recently by some of the participants in debates over multiculturalism, do not wholly exist in 
the complex real world, defining neat and sharp boundaries between isolable human groups. Kahn might well have been 
speaking of South East Asia. Eric Wolf and his colleagues have similarly noted that a culture is a changing manifold, not a 
fixed and unitary identity (Wolf et al, 1994). In other words, cultures have permeable boundaries and can change   in the 
light of external influences as well as shifting internal circumstances. Based on the survey results and comments of 
interviewees, this would appear to be certainly true of South East Asia. It might even be suggested that the cultures of 
South East Asian countries –as elsewhere - exist at least partly as imagined communities and imagined places, in the 
terms used by Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997). In terms similar to those used by the 
interviewees for this project, Gupta and Ferguson note the rapidly expanding and quickening mobility of people and an 
evident rise in their sense of having lost roots and an erosion of the cultural distinctiveness of places (Gupta and 
Ferguson, 1997). In this sense, even though cultures may never have been quite so neatly and separately defined as 
many people like to imagine, the growing mobility and pace of change is prompting many  to take an increasingly 
sentimental view of cultures they perceive to be under threat, and feel a growing need to re-assert what is uniquely 
‘theirs’.  This seems entirely consistent with the way in which people at the far corners of global diasporas sometimes 
seem more attached to the distinct qualities of their increasingly mythical ‘homelands’ than the people who still live 
there. While an attachment to recognisable local cultures may at times involve some exaggeration and 
sentimentalisation, there seems little doubt based on the discussions held for this project, that it remains important in 
its function of anchoring people in a continuing sense of identity, community and purpose. In this writer’s view, people 
are not likely to embrace any broader (less ethnically, religiously or nationalistically based) sense of identity unless it can 
begin to provide them with something of the same utility as earlier conceptions: a sense of comfort about who they are, 
security within that identity, and a positive sense of where they stand in relation to others.  
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The indications are that all cultures change, evolve and adapt as needed: most people have never really lived in cultural 
museums, in South East Asia or anywhere else. If respondents in this research project are to be believed, the major 
difference in the early 21st century may be simply one of degree and pace, and the paradigm shift required for so many 
people being asked to re-form aspects of their senses of identity in very short spans of time - a generation or less - in 
ways that at least partially transcend the traditional markers of religion, race, and nationality.  
On a more modest scale, the background research for this project would suggest that countries like Indonesia and 
Malaysia already prove it is possible to form a rough consensus of common interest and identity which can largely 
transcend the ‘ethnic’ boundaries that anthropologists once set in stone. But, as we have seen in the comments from 
respondents in this project, and in the background provided on individual countries, nation-building exercises still 
remain fragile and prone to setbacks. There is little evidence to suggest that the six countries studied are ready to 
comfortably adopt a new overriding sense of regional identity that will transcend all older boundaries. Communication 
professionals may need to take note of this. 
 
6.16 A need for realism on regional identity 
At the same time, it can be inferred from some of the interviews that there are indications of a steadily growing sense of 
regional pride amongst many people in these nations about what they now have in common: as nations able to assert 
themselves with growing confidence in the face of the relative decline of western nations that have been facing a Global 
Financial Crisis - or “Western Financial Crisis”, as Mahbubani (2011) puts it. What they all have in common may not 
amount to much more than physical proximity, some historic overlaps and a similar set of shared present circumstances. 
Whether that will ultimately prove sufficient to lead to major changes in the mindsets of local and national populations – 
and therefore in the way communication is conducted across the region – remains to be seen. It seems more likely, to 
this writer, that if the project of establishing a South East Asian community of nations is to succeed along the lines that 
have emerged in Europe over the past 60 or so years, it may require a similar span of time, if not longer.   
Without any common market yet for South East Asia, but with one officially scheduled to arrive in 2015, huge 
differences persist in governance and regulation, with no serious talk as yet about a common currency, little 
commonality of language and a heightened nervousness in the face of the European Union’s own recent setbacks in 
regionalised governance and identity. Given these factors, it would seem naively optimistic for any communication 
professional just yet to start building campaigns and programs which appeal to a higher regional calling amongst target 
publics in these six nations. To the extent that thinking and communication does transcend national boundaries on 
occasion, it appears in some respects to be less about looking forward than looking back – back to older lines of self-
identity, which transcend some of the current national borders. To the extent that any new kind of regionalism is being 
embraced, it gives the appearance of being relatively shallow at this stage, based primarily on pursuit of pragmatic 
national advantage and corporate advantage within a regional context than with any truly passionate community-based 
desire for unified identity. 
However, if the embryonic inklings of regional pride evident in this study’s findings continue to build, and open trade 
borders succeed in making the region increasingly porous and cross-invested over time, it is possible that a more 
passionate, broad-based regional outlook will emerge one day. Not today, and perhaps not tomorrow, but one day. 
Until then, at least there is more regional conversation going on than ever before, via ASEAN and other emerging 
forums. However limited it may seem, ASEAN in particular, provide a framework that could effectively be built upon 
over time. For all its evident shortcomings it can still be seen as a quiet achiever on occasion. As a writer for the Jakarta 
Post puts it, “ASEAN does not have the military prowess required to police a region prone to wars and conflicts. It does, 
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however, have the diplomatic skills and experience and a good track record to show for in navigating nations away from 
their conflicts to work for the common peace and prosperity in the region, first and foremost by talking to one another. 
.. Talk is cheap indeed; most of the time it seems to accomplish little. But we should be more worried when nations in 
conflict stop talking” (Bayuni, 2011). 
ASEAN may be tested more than ever before in coming years, as several of its member nations (and other Asian nations 
just outside the region) struggle to formulate an appropriate response to a growing tendency by China to become more 
assertive about its contested territorial claims over islands in the South China Sea (known as the East Sea to Vietnamese, 
who are not willing to concede the implications that some might draw from the other name), as well as the East China 
Sea. The risk of disaster through incremental missteps taken by any of Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Vietnam, 
China or even Taiwan appear considerable (Rudd, 2013). A greater amount of thoughtful regional discussion, not less, 
would appear to be the order of the day. While not explicitly discussed by the practitioner interviewees in this study, this 
geo-political backdrop may form an increasingly significant part of the operating environment faced by many 
practitioners operating across the region, and especially those with close links to China or to the United States and its 
closest allies. 
 
6.17 The need to hear critics of professional education 
Somewhat disappointingly for academics, few respondents exhibited much passion for the relevance of academic 
endeavour to achieving better professional practice outcomes, nor in regard to the benefits of practitioners having a 
public relations disciplinary background.  Equally, despite assertions of general awareness by more than half of 
respondents, not many revealed much specific knowledge of the work undertaken by Hofstede (1981, 2001) and others 
to improve knowledge of cross-cultural communication issues, despite their wide acceptance now in multinational 
management circles. This was despite the impressive personal credentials exhibited by 86 per cent of respondents in 
having worked outside their own countries of origin. 
The findings in these areas suggest that in the view of practitioners, public relations educators across most countries 
need to do a better job of preparing future graduates for the complex realities of the working world they will face, 
rather than an excessive focus on sometimes ill-fitting theoretical abstractions – or, at the very least, better convincing 
employers that they are already doing so. In addition, the findings suggest it may be timely to undertake more wide-
ranging review and reform of public relations and corporate communication education programs, to help them achieve a 
more adequate balance between the demands for academic analysis and the practical workforce needs of graduates.  
Notwithstanding the strongly expressed views of some practitioners in this study in regard to the social and economic 
forces they confront, and the relevance (or irrelevance) of current PR theory to their work, it remains evident that many 
academic researchers in the region continue to focus their efforts and observations mainly on validating the narrow 
organisationally-focused ‘Excellence Theory’ of James Grunig (1992) as it relates to their countries (for example, see 
Ahmad and Bidin, 2013; and Lim, Goh and Sriramesh, 2005), rather than exploring broader or deeper paradigms. 
Broader observational studies and more deeply critical or analytical inquiries appear thin on the ground, as writers 
including Pal and Dutta (2008), L’Etang (2011), Pieczka (2006) and others have noted. Based on the current study, it 
would seem that this is rich territory for educators to explore further in South East Asia. 
Based on the interviews, it might be suggested that cross-cultural communication models and concepts also need to 
become better known and understood by PRCC educators and their students across the region.  Most graduates will face 
a working world requiring them to engage in ways that go far beyond the simple one-city, one-community outlooks that 
many practitioners could maintain in simpler times, if they choose not to travel widely. In a globalising business 
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environment, it is apparent that more of the world now comes to everyone. As noted also in the research of Fitch 
(2012), intercultural competence is coming to be recognised by more practitioners as an essential attribute for 
professional success. 
 
6.18 Finding possibilities in cross-cultural fusion 
Until any grander visions of regional unity play out, those with an interest in the potential of regionalism and globalism 
to do good (as well as its undoubted potential to bring harm on occasion) may have to content themselves with smaller 
but nonetheless fascinating indicators of what can occur when old and new worlds collide head-on. While anger and 
militancy tend to dominate media headlines, this writer is encouraged by less obvious, more idiosyncratic developments 
and anecdotes encountered as part of the background research for this study. For example, the work of a Melbourne 
University researcher from Singapore exploring how the rise of Asian cinema is helping to challenge dominant western 
models of masculinity and offering “new interpretations of masculinity” for the west, shows that not all influence flows 
from west to east (Tarica, 2006). This perhaps parallels the west’s earlier discovery of ‘New Age’ thinking - also with its 
origins in Asia - from the 1960s onwards.  
Another example of intriguing cross-cultural fusion of the ancient and modern, encountered as part of the background 
research for this study, can be found in the development of new ‘Apps’, computer software applications for their 
smartphones, allowing people to check Muslim prayer times and the direction of Mecca; receive the latest Buddhist 
fellowship newsletter online; or look up their closest Christian church (BBC World, 2011). At a more generic level, as 
noted by Kwame Anthony Appiah (2006) in his book Cosmopolitanism, observers of intercultural relations may observe 
the mutually positive results that often come simply from listening, being helpful and quietly engaging in discussion, 
rather than succumbing to the temptation to lecture and instruct (Cosic, 2012).  
Some may observe with particular fascination, in Malaysia, a post-modern showcasing of information on ancient Halal 
practices followed by Muslims (sharing much in common with the kosher traditions of orthodox Jews) using an on-line 
portal which must rank as one of the world’s most novel fusions of the ancient and the modern: “e-Halal”.  (The 
Malaysian Yellow Pages telephone directory can be consulted for more information, at: 
www.yellowpages.com.my/emagz/ehalal .) Who says the old and the new cannot co-exist? 
Similarly, some might happily observe a band of six young Malay men from Muslim backgrounds, who generate huge 
popular response in Malaysia and Singapore when they gather to sing a capella love songs in Mandarin as part of their 
repertoire of English, Malay and Chinese songs (Cheong, 2008). Similarly, one might smile - or be horrified, at a young 
Indonesian heavy metal rock band from Yogyakarta which irreverently bills itself as “Punkasila”  (in a light-hearted 
reference to both ‘Pancasila’,explained in Chapter Two, Indonesia, and punk music ) showing that knowing cross-cultural 
humour is more evident in the region than many in the west would appreciate. (Punkasila has featured on You Tube and 
elsewhere in cyberspace, including its own My Space site, at www.myspace.com/punkasila .)  
Last but not least  - and keeping to the musical pop culture theme - a young Australian woman of white European 
heritage, Lenka, recently notched up her fifth Number One song in Asia and is continuing to attract huge crowds in Hong 
Kong, Indonesia, Korea and other Asian locations (Dapin, 2013), gaining as much success across the region for the huge 
popularity of her tunes in the form of mobile ring tones as she does from downloads of the songs on iTunes. On 
Facebook, she has received 1.7 million “likes” to date, including 900,000 from Indonesia, despite being not especially 
well known in Australia. Lenka hails from Bega, a small town in southern New South Wales and is the daughter of an 
Australian mother and a Czech father.  Perhaps this, as much as anything else, may be a good demonstration of how 
communication across cultures proceeds in the region in all manner of ways,  beyond words alone, and may perhaps 
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symbolise a new kind of aspirational migrant family success story for 21st century Australians. Fellow young Australians 
including pop singer Guy Sebastian, from a migrant Malaysian family, are starting to tread similar paths. 
While anxious pessimists talk bleakly of civilisations clashing, with some justification at times, less obvious and less 
dramatic evidence of humanity’s remarkable capacity for sharing, adaptation, blending, accommodation, humour, and 
even generosity of spirit continue to be seen - if one cares to look. By nature, given their professional ‘bridge-building’ 
role, public relations practitioners often tend toward optimism, as borne out by most respondents in the current study, 
and this attribute may prove particularly useful in navigating the growing challenges of cross-cultural change and 
development in the region in the years to come. 
Of course, none of the somewhat quirky and modest developments described above attract headlines, generate a need 
for ‘crisis management’ by public relations practitioners, or produce penetrating professional case studies. But they do, 
perhaps, provide a tiny indication of some of the ways in which people across South East Asia, for all their occasional 
difficulties and shortcomings, tend to do rather well by world standards as they manage enormous diversity, contend 
with contradictory forces, face up to the dislocations of rapid development, maintain local identity while staying open to 
the world, and ride ongoing waves of change. At the grass-roots level, it might be argued that many local communities 
have reason to feel pride in what is being accomplished in effective ‘communication’ of many kinds, under high degrees 
of social stress at times.  
Solutions to social concerns may rarely involve a simple choice between old and new, or between the foreign and the 
familiar. Far more often, as the evidence of this research implies, they may be about applying new ingredients to build 
fresh layers upon ancient yet continuing foundations, sometimes in surprising ways. In their apparently evolving role as 
‘cultural mediators’ or ‘cultural intermediaries’, in the terms used respectively by Michelle Schoenberger-Orgad (2009) 
and Caroline Hodges (2006), many astute and culturally-aware public relations professionals would appear well placed 
to help add new richness and depth to their roles by helping employers and clients to navigate better paths through 
such sensitive and fast-changing territory. 
 
6.19 A need to face questions around ethics, professionalism and responsibility 
For communication practitioners in the region - assuming that professionalism and a sense of collective responsibility 
take a strong enough hold - there appear to be reasons for optimism that the future will provide opportunities to 
undertake stimulating, important and enlightening work on an unparalleled scale, capable of contributing to more local 
and regional prosperity, more secure livelihoods, more functional communities, more successful nations and a stronger 
region as a whole.   
However, the qualification about professionalism and responsibility made above is not one to be taken lightly. The 
comments of respondents suggest that even the strongest, most well-trained and professional of practitioners need to 
contend with ethically challenging situations on occasion. It is evident that codes of ethics, even when practitioners 
know what is in them, provide only limited guidance on what to do. To give two examples of dubious conduct in the 
region, a tobacco company was found to have recently engaged a data analysis firm to identify and approach Indonesian 
‘influencers’ on Facebook, Twitter and other sites, with a view to offering them incentives to promote tobacco brands 
when chatting to their young fans on-line (The Economist, 2011b). In a similar vein, smoking rates amongst under-16 
girls have been reported to be rising in the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and Vietnam, under the influence of 
promotions including, in Indonesia and the Philippines, the sale of small ‘lipstick packs’ which seek to present a 
glamorous cosmetic-style image to young girls (The Economist, 2011b). For all the region’s dynamism and freshness in 
many respects, a tour through the marketing communication activities of South East Asia can still, sadly, feel like a trip 
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down a time-tunnel to practices and behaviour which most companies in the west would not attempt to condone in 
2015. Many questions must be asked, including: Where is the responsibility of so-called ‘professionals’ driving this kind 
of communication? What do professional associations have to say about such practitioners, possibly in their ranks, 
known to undertake such work? What can be done to more positively influence the many practitioners who do not 
bother to join professional associations, so that they may begin to accept a collective responsibility for their profession 
and its ethical codes? Debate across the profession about these kinds of questions has been conspicuous in its absence. 
Notwithstanding a need for more open airing - indeed condemnation - of the ‘dirty linen’ that exists in some corporate 
cupboards, it appears nevertheless true that professional communication, when built on understanding, sound research, 
high levels of skill and creativity, mutual respect, empathetic dialogue and a capacity to identify and address local 
concerns, is likely to play a pivotal role in the region’s continuing evolution.  
 
6.20 An imperative to identify and track emerging practitioner roles 
Communication has indeed changed out of all recognition since pre-historic times, both in its forms and its driving 
forces, but it retains the same fundamental importance it has always held. For any vision of a positive future to emerge 
in the countries of this region, as elsewhere, better and more enlightened communication practices and outlooks will 
doubtless be critical. This, it should be added,  will entail finding ways to enhance the capabilities of corporations, 
governments, communities and interest groups to listen, hear and understand each other, inside and outside the 
region, at least as much as building the ability of their representatives to speak persuasively: in short, more ‘hearing aid’ 
and less ‘megaphone’. 
Enlightened and well-informed communication practitioners, with strong cross-cultural and cross-national knowledge, 
can be well-positioned to be an important part of this process. The roles that public relations practitioners can play as 
cultural mediators and cultural intermediaries are implicitly endorsed by most respondents in the current study in the 
South East Asian context, and this appears deserving of more universal recognition and further encouragement as a 
socially desirable role. In mediating between cultures, it might be noted that the activity may apply just as much to 
mediating between different organisational cultures and interest group cultures as it does to more conventionally 
recognised ethnic, linguistic and religiously based cultures. 
 
6.21 Frameworks for analysis: Some closing personal remarks 
While this project is primarily inductive and has sought to be open to the worldviews of practitioners themselves, rather 
than seeking to validate any particular theoretical perspectives established by others, in the interests of candour it may 
nevertheless be useful to offer some closing remarks on theoretical and scholarly perspectives noted earlier in this 
dissertation which appear, to this writer at least, to provide some useful context for continuing discussion and debate, if 
not for definitive conclusion. 
- Is Karl Marx still relevant? 
Somewhat unfashionably, it appears the writings of Karl Marx (Marx and Engels, 1848) may have certain ongoing 
relevance for scholars of public relations, despite having been commonly derided in the early 21st century as outdated. 
Marx famously described the future of relationships between nations in the following terms: “Modern industry has 
established the world market. All old-established national industries have been destroyed. They are dislodged by new 
industries whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilised nations, by industries that work up raw 
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material drawn from the remotest zones, industries whose products are consumed, not only at home but in every 
quarter of the globe. In place of old wants, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the product of distant 
lands and climes. All fixed, fast-frozen relations are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they 
can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face, with sober 
senses, his real conditions of life and his relations with his kind” (Marx and Engels, 1848; cited in Naidoo, 1999; p 159). 
Outdated and irrelevant? If one was to forget that these words were penned in 1848, it would not be all that difficult to 
imagine them coming in contemporary times from a speaker at a World Economic Forum, discussing issues such as third 
world development, climate change and other issues du jour, or even in a panel discussion about contemporary 
challenges for practitioners at a World Public Relations Congress. 
As developing nations in South East Asia and elsewhere contend with the consequences of ever-expanding capitalist 
growth and development crossing national borders, forming much of the backdrop to the efforts by groups of nations to 
band together to face multinational economic and cultural ‘competition’ of various kinds, the analysis of Marx has not 
entirely lost its relevance.  Much of what has been said in this project might conceivably be linked to the challenges of 
addressing the consequences, in human communication and relationship terms, of the continuing pervasive demands of 
global capitalism. 
- Habermas and Grunig: The emergence of real two-way dialogue at last? 
 The observations of Jurgen Habermas (1970, 1984) on the shortcomings of systematically distorted dialogue, which 
often favours the few over the many, might be seen to have continuing relevance in an era when technologies 
developed primarily for military and commercial use have, remarkably, begun leading to novel forms of democratisation 
of mass communication, with a wide range of social consequences. These are still being worked out across the dynamic 
countries of South East Asia as elsewhere in the world. It may not be a big stretch to draw parallels between Habermas’ 
vision of ideal inter-party dialogue conditions and Grunig’s preferred ‘two-way symmetrical’ communication model for 
public relations. As the region’s political and social environments continue to evolve, the visions of both Habermas 
(1970, 1984) and Grunig (1992) may come to appear somewhat more relevant over time, bearing in mind comments 
made by interviewees about increasing demands for openness and responsiveness on the part of governments and 
corporations. The extent to which higher ‘power distance’ (Hofstede, 2001) dimensions in Asian societies may 
complicate this, along with any continuing constraints created by social ‘context’ (Hall, 1977), remain open to debate. 
- “Ready for my close-up, Mr de Mille” 
Given the comments of interviewees about their roles in ensuring clients and employers can address rising expectations 
to perform well on ‘the public stage’, the dramaturgy communication theory of Erving Goffman (1981) may carry a 
certain amount of weight for continuing reflection as well, focusing as it does on the preponderance of role-playing in 
society. As a practitioner who has often conducted corporate training, it is not difficult for this writer to detect ways in 
which a contemporary PRCC practitioner might appear to have a role analogous to that of a ‘drama coach’, schooling 
corporate players in how to place themselves into a broader social context, then go out and ‘perform’ on the public 
stage in a way that lives up to audience expectations.  Through sheer sensitisation to other points of view, such ‘acting’ 
can in due course become internalised to the point where enlightened words and deeds become more fully embraced 
rather than being a matter of performance. In this respect, many PRCC practitioners in South East Asia might be seen to 
be helping school their employers and clients to better address rapidly evolving audience expectations. When it comes 
to the more complex inter-cultural components of this schooling, this role can take on the dimensions of a cross 
between a dialect coach and a ‘culture coach’ as well. 
- Pioneering cross-cultural PR in Asia 
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In regard to recognition of seminal influences, this writer must acknowledge some indebtedness to Krishnamurthy 
Sriramesh (1992, 2004), for the contributions that author has made to initiating comparative studies of PR practice in 
the countries of Asia. In initiating such a study, commissioning authors across the region, and articulating a framework 
drawing on the research of Geert Hofstede (2001, 2010) as well as that of Dejan Verčič (1996, 2000), James Grunig 
(1984, 1992, 1995), Larissa Grunig (1995) and others, Sriramesh has provided substantial context for the framing of the 
current project, and ideas to which this writer and others have been able to build upon, critique and develop further. 
- Religious, anthropological and philosophical insights 
Some aspects of this research study have also been influenced by the scholarship of Ninian Smart (1992), in his wide-
ranging text, The World’s Religions, which assisted this writer to appreciate some of the historical complexities, parallels 
and contrasts to be found in the development and spread of major religions through the South East Asian region. 
Similarly, the work of anthropologists Edward T Hall (1977) and Stuart Hall (1992) has contributed to this dissertation by 
providing valuable conceptual background in regard to recognition of the ways in which senses of purpose and self-
identity can come to be shaped and reshaped within communities. 
While not referenced specifically elsewhere in this report, the philosopher Charles Taylor (2011) has  had some influence 
on the framing of this study, both for his thoughtful analysis of the so-called ‘politics of recognition’, by which groups of 
people are defined by other groups and come to define themselves in relation to others; as well as Taylor’s discussion of 
‘social imaginaries’, in which broad concepts of society and the rights, responsibilities and status of ordinary individuals 
within society have evolved in ways that have ultimately come to transcend many of the boundaries of individual 
cultures (Taylor, 2002). In this writer’s view, such concepts are able to help in expanding reasoning beyond the narrow 
confines of recognised ‘eastern’ or ‘western’ cultural traits  and embrace a level of thinking which allows for more 
possibility of mutual influence between cultures and just as importantly, a sharing of intellectual concepts capable of 
transcending the historic boundaries of any one culture. 
- Evolving public relations roles 
Last but not least, some recent scholars have added further richness to the conception of public relations roles, in ways 
which would appear to have particular relevance to the current study, and have therefore been helpful to this writer. As 
noted earlier, Michelle Schoenberger-Orgad’s (2009) conception of the PR practitioner as a cultural mediator, and 
Caroline Hodge’s (2006) similar description of the PR practitioner as a cultural intermediary, would appear pertinent to 
discussion of contemporary professional roles, including those recognised by interviewees in the current study.  
Similarly, Sievert and Porter (2009), building on earlier commentary by Falconi (2006), can be seen to have provided 
useful new conceptual thinking, in the context of current efforts to ensure the profession is able to be relevant and 
effective across more diverse societies and communities, with their advocacy of a ‘global dashboard’ to help 
communicators better navigate through the complex territory of inter-cultural communication. 
- Personal candour and the power of anecdotes 
While this writer is not seeking to advance a specific theory or single organising framework for this study - given that it 
seeks to be primarily inductive rather than deductive - an effort has been made, nevertheless, to note certain theories 
and concepts which some may find helpful to grasp the potential depth and breadth of the subject matter, and the 
multitudinous ways in which it might conceivably be viewed and interpreted.  This was done primarily in Chapters One 
and Two. In the interests of candour, the writer seeks here, in this final chapter, to indicate which writers and theorists 
have been most clearly influential in forming the author’s own background thinking and therefore have shaped the 
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structure and assumptions of the project itself. With this in mind, it can be said that all the author’s ‘cards’ are now on 
the table, so to speak. 
In encouraging the potential for a growing number of communication practitioners to become ‘cultural mediators’, able 
to help construct a more adequate ‘global dashboard’ for navigation along a fast-changing inter-cultural communication 
road, and at the same time encourage greater recognition of alternative conceptual frameworks which may impact upon 
the outlooks and actions of practitioners in diverse locations, one of the imperatives will be to tell more of the insightful 
local stories to be found ‘at the coalface’ of international professional practice, even if some of them may initially look 
fragmentary and at times contradictory or confusing.  As this project has sought to show, even anecdotes have a place in 
scholarly inquiry, especially when they come from people who may have distinctively insightful experiences to share. 
Having told more stories, from more varied perspectives, a second imperative will be to work toward making any lessons 
they contain progressively more clear and accessible over time, so that the benefit of privileged local and regional 
knowledge can extend beyond a mere few. This report has sought to make some modest progress in that direction.  In 
the apt words of entrepreneur Sir Richard Branson (2010), a recognised practitioner of communication known for its 
impact: “Complexity is the enemy. Any fool can make something complicated. It’s hard to make things simple.”   
 
### 
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6.22 Recommendations for improved professional practice in South East Asia  
 
 This study highlights a wide range of issues worthy of further research, along with matters which may warrant greater 
discussion and/or action by interested parties, including educators and local and international professional associations. 
Key areas for further research arising from the findings of this study are summarised in the following section, under 
‘Further research’. In the current section, a number of matters are highlighted specifically for industry discussion and 
action. 
 
x Airing of differing perspectives: A more candid airing of differences between local and ‘international’ outlooks is 
needed in the framing of conference programs, and in classrooms and boardroom discussions. Such issues are 
currently often ignored or glossed over lightly, but this study suggests there can be significant local issues and 
considerations which fail to be noted, leading to communication programs failing to reach their potential. 
x Greater discussion of ethics: More intensive industry debate and discussion is warranted in regard to issues 
concerning ethical conduct and the associated responsibilities of practitioners and those who engage their 
services. While this is a universal issue, respondents in this study suggest it may be especially problematic in the 
context of developing South East Asian nations and the distinctive cultural characteristics of this region. 
x Differential professional membership rates (1): International professional associations should consider offering 
differential membership rates between members in relatively highly paid developed nations and those who are 
part of developing industries in developing nations. (United Nations nation classifications could assist in this 
regard.) This may prove to be a sound longer-term investment in extending global professional communities and 
standards of conduct into nations which could benefit from higher standards of information-sharing and 
accountability. 
x Differential professional membership rates (2): International professional associations should consider 
discounted membership rates for early career practitioners and/or practitioners paying for their own 
memberships in developing countries of the region. This could allow associations to capitalise more effectively 
on the apparently strong local interest amongst many emerging practitioners in the region wanting to 
participate in international networking and professional development, yet currently feeling unable to overcome 
the cost barriers. (By the time they are financially secure, too many of these may currently find they have 
evolved outlooks and working habits not always conducive to international professional association 
membership.) 
x Better listening tools: Continuing commitment is needed by industry leaders to develop improved tools for 
hearing, comprehending and responding to concerns expressed by local communities, along with better 
application of existing assessment and evaluation tools. This needs to advance along with a concomitant 
reduction in emphasis on promotion and persuasion alone. In a rapidly evolving region, with rapidly rising levels 
of income, education and access to social media platforms, more interactive and sensitive communication 
approaches are increasingly required for sustainable success in the region. 
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6.23 Areas for further research 
The information and analysis contained in this report seeks to shed further light on important aspects of the professional 
roles and self-identities perceived by PRCC practitioners across South East Asia, and the extent to which they see local 
and regional identities continuing to be important to them and to the people amongst whom they work. It cannot be 
said, based on this sample, that definitive conclusions can be drawn about these matters. Further research is warranted 
to track, over time, the extent to which perceptions regarding ‘localism versus regionalism and globalism’ might be 
shifting over time amongst practitioners and their publics, as the region moves rapidly toward closer political and 
economic integration, and to more closely assess the extent to which this may have any implications for future public 
relations and corporate communication practice.  
Particular areas in which current knowledge of practice in the region may especially benefit from further study include:  
x gender characteristics and dynamics of the profession;  
x the broader impacts created by the political dimensions revealed by respondents to this study; 
x  consideration of broader conceptual frameworks which extend  beyond classic public relations theory, including  
anthropology (see L’Etang, 2011), globalisation (see Hodges, 2006, and others), and critical modernism (see Pal 
and Dutta, 2008), as useful theoretical lenses;  
x closer investigation into the apparent dichotomy between many practitioners’ views of themselves and their 
work and the teaching and analysis undertaken by the academy, as revealed in this study and noted earlier by 
Betteke van Ruler (2005);  
x more critical examination of the extent to which the so-called ‘Excellence Theory’ (Grunig, 1992) of public 
relations can still be deemed valid for use in a South East Asian context, given the distinctive dimensions of 
culture identified by Hofstede (1981, 2001, 2010), Hall (1977) and others, and raised by others within the region 
including Lim, Goh and Sriramesh (2005), in the Singapore context, and by Ahmad and Bidin (2013), in the 
Malaysian context.  
x further research  into the adequacy of existing models of public relations as taught in academic settings, given 
that active and successful practitioners in the region (based on this sample) express widespeared scepticism 
about current US-centric models that continue to dominate , especially at undergraduate level.  
More broadly, across all the above areas, the continuing paucity of research being undertaken by practitioners and 
academics who come from the region themselves - and currently live in the region - would also appear desirable to 
receive ongoing attention. 
 
Beyond the above items, some further specific areas for possible research include: 
x Investigation into the impact of differing languages and language structures on the effectiveness of public 
relations messaging in particular locations, and their implications for the selection of effective public relations 
tools in these locations 
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x Closer exploration of the extent and implications of regional practitioners’ apparent reluctance to become 
involved in work that may have overt political dimensions, particularly when contrary to prevailing power 
interests 
x Closer investigation into the nuances of cultural variation as they may affect the conduct of public relations in 
different locations, including the five dimensions of cultural difference identified  by Geert Hofstede (2001), 
along with continuing developments in globalisation and shifting ‘ethnoscapes’ (Appadurai, 1996), and other 
possible dimensions of difference 
x Closer investigation into the impacts of rapidly increasing ‘pace of life’ issues upon the capacity of practitioners 
and the communities in which they operate to successfully manage issues confronting these communities 
x Closer investigation into the technological preferences and circumstances affecting specific South East Asian 
communities in relation to communication media, with particular reference to mobile telephones and network 
infrastructure and the potential impacts these may have on public communication programs  
x Investigation into the extent to which an ASEAN ‘sense of community’ may evolve amongst key opinion leaders 
in the region from 2015 onwards, at the time when ‘open markets’ are due to arrive, and what implications this 
may have for future communication and political campaigns  
x Closer delineation of the precise dimensions of ‘intercultural competence’ that will be most important for 
practitioners operating into and out of the region in coming years 
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6.24 Limitations of the Study 
As noted earlier in Chapter Four (Section 4.10), the research has limitations related to the fact that it draws almost 
entirely on the membership of two major professional associations with a strong international outlook.  It may 
reasonably be inferred that people who choose to join such associations are likely to be more internationally-minded 
than many practitioners who do not, and that this arguably could have some bearing on the pattern of responses, 
making them not fully typical of all practitioners across the region.  
Similarly, it might also reasonably be assumed that members of internationally-based associations may have a higher 
than average level of proficiency in the English language, which (in some countries of the region more than others) may 
also make them not necessarily typical or representative of the profession as a whole across the region. 
It should be noted that even amongst the small number of questionnaire respondents and interviewees who were not 
drawn from either IPRA or IABC member databases, individuals were brought to the attention of this author either by 
personal professional contact or through the recommendation of industry practitioners known to the author. This 
means that even this somewhat broader network is related, one way or another, to English-speaking practitioners with 
international connections and outlooks.  
The above factors need to be borne in mind in considering the findings. It might reasonably be speculated that if a 
broader cross-section of practitioners, including those to be interviewed in their own languages rather than in English, 
could have been reached in each of the countries concerned, it might have revealed a higher level of parochial outlook 
or perhaps a lower awareness of comparative practice issues within and between different nations. 
In a related aspect, the fact that all of the research has been conducted in English, including the author’s broader 
contextual research and literature review, may mean that the full richness that could be revealed by a multilingual 
research study, drawing on past research, commentary and outlooks available in other regional languages, will have 
eluded this writer. To the extent possible, the researcher has sought to compensate for this by making particular note of 
any respondent comments which highlight linguistic considerations and the concerns of non-English speaking 
populations, and to ensure that these observations are fully reported (once again, in English, with whatever limitations 
this may entail). 
In-house government practitioners are not included in the survey sample, although most of the interviewees working in 
consultancy have experience with government clients or have previously worked in government. 
Finally, there is some unevenness in the distribution of survey respondents, with a larger proportion coming from some 
countries in the region (notably Singapore, Vietnam and Indonesia) than others (notably the Philippines and Malaysia). 
Some account of this has been taken in the selection of the Professional Practice Examples that are provided in 
Appendix 1, with an effort made to ensure broad representation there. Interviews were evenly sampled across all 
countries. 
The smallness of the sample size, especially in regard to the qualitative interviews, is particularly noteworthy. No 
suggestion is made that these interviews can form a truly representative sample of all practitioners for any of the 
individual countries. 
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“I discount it when people are just using big words to describe simple things. But I think there is a lot of value in 
understanding cultural differences – the essence of it is true.” 
 
Interviewee, Vietnam 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I think everywhere there is better understanding now. But even in the age of globalisation, people still have their 
origins”. 
 
Interviewee, Bangkok 
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Appendix I:  Selected Professional Practice Examples  
(Teaching Case Studies) 
 
While there is much about public relations and corporate communication practice that is relatively universal, as 
respondents in this research project note, it may be useful to look at some examples of projects, practices and 
approaches which give tangible demonstration of what may be distinctive characteristics of practice in the South East 
Asian region, as well as indications of any approaches which may be showing signs of change. They are provided here in 
this Appendix. 
These further brief professional practice examples provide more‘flavour’ and elucidation of some of the major points 
conveyed in the main body of the document. It is considered that they may, in time, have additional value as a teaching 
resource. 
These examples should be read in conjunction with other brief practice examples noted in the interviews in the main 
body of the report  (see in particular, Chapter Five: Findings): notably, Waluyo discussing bank privatisation and 
government lobbying in Indonesia; Blunt discussing product launches in Vietnam; Nguyen on issues management 
experience with an electronics company and an insurance company in Vietnam; Chairat on political issues management 
in Thailand; Somporn on consumer product promotions in Thailand; and Wee discussing the internal challenges of rolling 
out regional and global marketing communication campaigns for a bank, out of Singapore. 
Because the information below is in brief outline form, is based largely on informal and anecdotal evidence and sources, 
and does not meet all formal referencing requirements, it is provided here as an appendix to the research paper. 
 
Singapore: Bringing them in from the cold 
A  multinational PR agency, whose Singapore office was headed by interviewee Su Ling at the time of the research 
interviews, was approached by a government agency to take on a novel PR challenge: to raise the positive profile of 
convicted criminals. 
In particular, the agency was asked to help change public and employer perceptions of ex-prisoners who were making an 
effort to rehabilitate themselves and re-enter the workforce in Singapore. Local authorities found themselves faced with 
their own variation of a problem that exists in many parts of the world: when people are released from prison, they 
often find it hard to obtain gainful employment and re-integrate themselves into society.  
Ironically, some of the very features of Singaporean society which led it to have extremely low crime rates – high respect 
for authority, high levels of social conformity, and disinclination to embrace uncertainty (making it, in Hofstede’s terms, 
high-ranking in the “uncertainty avoidance” dimension of culture) – ran the risk of exacerbating the difficulties facing 
released prisoners in their efforts to “go straight” and lead a normal life upon release. Evidence showed that potential 
employers were even more likely than in many other countries to disapprove of a person who had served jail time, and 
even less likely to take the risk of hiring them. The objections were both practical – in the perceived risk that the 
individual might commit a crime in their workplace – but also moral; a disinclination to engage with any person who had 
broken society’s rules. The irony of the situation was that these barriers were serving to increase the likelihood that 
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well-motivated former offenders would feel compelled to resort to crime again, due to a lack of other options open to 
them. Singapore’s prison service engaged the agency to help address the problem.  
After careful research into the issue, the agency tackled the challenge on two fronts: firstly, an awareness campaign 
amongst the general public, seeking to generate more appreciation of the difficulties facing “reformed” criminals trying 
to turn their lives around in the face of suspicion and prejudice. This element of the campaign focused on the humanity 
of former prisoners, and sought to connect with the concerns shared by other Singaporeans about the importance of 
being allowed to “fit in” to society. Whilst initially many members of the public were disinclined to feel sympathetic to 
those perceived as social outcasts, the campaign was able to connect with citizens’ own fears that if something ever 
went wrong in their own lives, if they made mistakes or were led astray, they might never be given a “second chance”. 
Released prisoners who were making a demonstrable effort to rebuild their lives were portrayed compassionately as 
“normal” people seeking to rise above past mistakes and put their life of crime behind them.   
While this more general campaign was under way, primarily using media relations techniques, the campaign also 
targeted, more directly, employers who had the ability to influence hiring decisions. An educative approach was taken in 
this area, spelling out to employers the issues involved and advising on what forms of support and encouragement the 
government provided for re-integration of offenders, and also offering shining examples of ex-offenders who had gone 
on to become valued and reliable employees (noteworthy in a country where labour shortages remain on ongoing 
concern).  
While the results remain confidential, Su Ling maintained that both client and agency were ultimately very happy with 
the results achieved from the two-pronged approach. Many of those who had at one time transgressed against authority 
were effectively embraced by society once more, with gainful employment and reduced recidivism.  
(Source: Su Ling interview and agency Power Point presentation.) 
 
The Philippines: Duty and sacrifice 
In the Philippines, love of country is a big motivator along with the concept of heroic sacrifice (as noted by interviewees 
in Chapter Five). Several ongoing programs conducted by the Manila consultancy run by Raul and Jose Fernandes 
provided useful demonstrations of this in action. In 1994 the agency worked with client Johnson & Johnson to create the 
‘Outstanding Midwives Awards’ in the Philippines (later to become the Midwives Leadership Development Program). 
These awards honoured midwives who had long been among the most invaluable frontline health care workers in the 
Philippines, providing support and care to mothers in all communities, including the very poorest, in a country where 
access to hospitals and medical clinics can be limited. This campaign to honour midwives was well received by local and 
national news media, in local communities, and by midwives themselves (who doubtless, in many cases, may then have 
felt well disposed toward Johnson & Johnson and its many baby-care products).  
The midwives award program built on earlier success achieved in celebrating the commitment of rural doctors, in a 
program for Hoechst Philippines, honoring doctors who chose to live in small towns and serve local communities rather 
than practice in big cities or overseas where they could enjoy more lucrative and comfortable lives. The Rizal Award 
program for Rural Physicians (named in honour of a revered figure in Filipino history, Jose Rizal – see Philippines 
background, Chapter Two) celebrated their sacrifice and love of country. More recently, in 2004, the agency worked 
with the pharmaceutical company Pfizer, during its 50th anniversary celebrations in the Philippines, to give a series of 
500,000 peso (about $US12,000 at December 2012 values) awards to Filipinos who had led projects which made a 
significant difference to healthcare outcomes in the country. Awardees and their projects ranged from people who 
234 
 
provided free eye operations for the poor, to others who provided health care to remote indigenous tribes in the 
hinterlands of Palawan.  
Unknown to most, agency founder and CEO Raul Fernandes had been inspired to mount this campaign with love and 
admiration for the work of his late mother, who had worked tirelessly as a rural doctor, in what Fernandes describes as a 
“fifth class town”, all of her adult life until her death at the age of 61 in 1976. As Fernandes remarked in his interview for 
this project, in the Philippines, one way or another, most things are personal.  
Source: Raul and Jose Fernandes interview; also Virtusio, 2007 
 
The Philippines: Love of country 
The agency run by Raul and Jose Fernandes showed flair once more in promoting love of country, in another project in 
2003 for Pfizer and its product Bonamine – a travel sickness treatment. Rather than focus on travel sickness itself, the 
campaign worked in partnership with the Department of Tourism to promote appreciation of the beauty, friendship and 
joy to be found in travelling around the Philippines and seeing all that it has to offer.  
The campaign included participation in various festivals, sponsorship of events and other one-off activities - but what 
gained most traction was a single, simple activity which proved powerful. With the help of talented local song writers 
and a band of 21 celebrity singers, the campaign produced a music video which sang the praises of the Philippines and 
its beauty. It was picked up by television and radio stations and played free of charge (happily for both the Department 
and Pfizer). It was downloaded by many Filipinos and foreigners, and copied and forwarded to friends and relatives. 
Even some airlines chose to play it as an in-country video on preparation for arrival in the Philippines. While Raul 
Fernandes said he could not precisely quantify the contribution it made, he felt it had contributed to substantial 
increases in domestic tourism evident in the Philippines in subsequent years. (What it did for sales of travel sickness 
treatments is not known, though presumably there was, at the very least, a goodwill effect for the brand.)  
A  noteworthy feature of the campaign was that many participants, including the celebrity singers, worked free of 
charge because of its patriotic component and Raul Fernandes, who had copyright to the lyrics, did not pursue earnings 
from the song. As he later wrote: “I didn’t really mind, for no amount of money could buy the feeling of happiness and 
fulfillment I had seeing the movie video elicit such a surge of patriotic fervor, which had been latent for so long among 
our people, among those who saw and heard it.”  
Source: Raul and Jose Fernandes interview; also Virtusio, 2007 
 
Indonesia:  Joining the conversation 
In Indonesia, a country still defined in very traditional terms by outsiders, has an increasingly dynamic side. One agency, 
Maverick, prides itself on being a pace-setter in this country undergoing rapid change. On the occasion of its ninth 
anniversary in 2011, it announced three new specialised operating divisions: for social media; for corporate training; and 
for media measurement and analysis.  
The first of these new divisions goes to the heart of how the agency sees its work evolving in Indonesia in coming years, 
and on that basis is worthy of some description. Under the leadership of a young female practitioner, the social media 
division (known as Raconteur) is working to connect clients with social media, dispensing with what it describes as the 
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traditional marketer’s “Art of Seduction” and replacing it with a new passion for the “Art of Engagement”. Using 
techniques including “co-creation”, “energising”, “crowd-sourcing” and user-generated content, Raconteur works with 
clients to help them become more positively involved in dialogue with their target publics and target markets, rather 
than simply push marketing messages at them in the traditional manner.   
The lively social media operation argues that even in a traditional realm of activity such as media relations, Indonesian 
companies must adapt their approaches to changing times. A company survey conducted in 2010 polled 320 Indonesian 
journalists to reveal that nine out of 10 accessed the internet every day for information; seven out of 10 picked up ideas 
on what to write from the internet; and six out of 10 said they would write a story they could verify from information 
obtainable only on the internet. The agency reported the outstanding success of one of its consultants in prevailing upon 
journalists to attend agency events. His secret? He played an online game, ‘Farmville’, with female journalists and 
another game, ‘Mafia Wars’, with male ones. Before inviting journalists to an event he would give an electronic farm 
animal to the women and an M16 gun to the men. Leaving aside the ethical question of whether giving imaginary online 
“cyber-gifts” (let alone guns) constitutes a form of bribery, the technique clearly appears to work.  
Raconteur endorses the idea of making journalist friends online. “Just think: if you ‘friend’ a journalist and they friend 
you back, you suddenly know when their birthdays are, who they are married to, the names of their children, their music 
and movie preferences and what they have been getting up to. Great information for starting conversations.” In a similar 
vein, a company booklet advises engaging in twitter conversations with journalists as well. The opportunity may then 
arise to offer immediate help if they are complaining about a problem that is relevant to the working relationship 
enjoyed with them.   
Maverick’s initiative of setting up a social media division and offering advice and support of this nature builds on its 
other experience in recent years with activities including the sponsorship of major blogging events (helping champion 
the emergence of an Indonesian blogging community) and even a National Bloggers Day launched by a government 
minister.  
Notwithstanding the comments of interviewees in this project that Indonesia continues to face major challenges given 
its social diversity across a huge archipelago, massive disparities in income and education levels across the country, and 
other issues, there seems little doubt that at the more sophisticated high-tech end of the country, Indonesia is 
comfortably holding its own against many of the so-called PR ‘pace-setters’ of the west.  
(Source: Maverick Indonesia, 2011) 
 
Vietnam: Clashing cultural values? 
Vietnam presents itself as an enigma to some observers. On the one hand Vietnamese appear keen to embrace 
modernity and all its perceived benefits, with much talk and curiosity about what is happening overseas, especially in 
regard to comparatively wealthy and glamorous places; on the other, an attachment to traditional values and 
expectations often appears to remain in the ascendancy. It can confound those from outside who seek to judge what 
form and style of communication will be “appropriate” in a Vietnamese context. It gives rise to uncertainty about which 
characteristics are truly intrinsic to Vietnamese people’s sense of themselves and their priorities, and which may be 
outdated or even misread attributes projected by outsiders. (In anthropological terms, this can be said to the difference 
between inscription – the process of self-categorisation in which people form their own identities by socialisation and 
enculturation before they reach the age of reason – and ascription [Pierik, 2004] – a process by which outsiders 
generalise and define the characteristics of others, not always accurately.)  An instructive case in point can be seen in 
the example of Australia’s Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (also known as RMIT University) when it sought to 
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introduce a refreshed ‘brand identity’ into its Vietnam operations in 2009. RMIT had been operating campuses in 
Vietnam since 2001, but until 2008 had applied the RMIT brand style rather loosely in its Vietnamese operations: a local 
variant of the university logo had been in use, quite different from the Australian version, publications used widely 
varying typography and colour schemes, photographs were not art-directed in any consistent manner, and signage and 
other manifestations of corporate identity were inconsistent in their presentation. An incoming Director of 
Communications resolved to ensure that RMIT in Vietnam would look more clearly like it was part of the university as a 
whole. At that time, a new “visual identity” was known to be under development in Melbourne, Australia, so it seemed 
timely to ensure that whatever emerged could come to be applied in all locations where the university had operations. 
However, following several months of intermittent discussions, the Director was able to achieve half of what he had 
sought; it was agreed that the Vietnam campuses could move quickly to adopt the new brand rules and thereby achieve 
the “universal brand” objective he thought was sensible, but the less welcome news was that the Vietnam campuses 
would not have the opportunity for any direct input into its content, for a variety of internal reasons. The result was that 
in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, new-look RMIT publications, advertising, signage and online presence came into being 
with a “look and feel” that displayed distinctive characteristics of an urban youth “grunge” image, of the kind then in 
vogue in the inner suburbs of Melbourne, Australia. Photos of students were required to show them standing alone, 
unsmiling, and in black-and-white. Two background textures were made available for publications and for use online; 
one was a washed-out “weathered” red, the other a series of red geometric dots. Major headings needed to emphasise 
rugged individuals doing their own thing (“I know where I’m going”, “Fearless”, and so on). Photo “hero photo” samples 
of typical RMIT identities revealed stern-faced, tattooed and skin-pierced young men and women, apparently 
challenging parental viewers to disapprove of them. In typography, random mixtures of lower case and upper case 
letters were to be used, presumably to symbolise a willingness to break rules and follow one’s own path. These and 
other features of the new brand style, eminently suited to the competitive challenges of the urban Australian 
marketplace, proved somewhat more problematic in the Vietnamese context.   
The Vietnamese marketplace had been conditioned to expect a happy, aspirational (“non-postmodern”) marketing 
communications approach, depicting groups of students enjoying their time together, or proud families basking in their 
children’s achievements. In the particular context of RMIT Vietnam, as the first foreign university permitted to operate 
in its own right in the country and therefore a prestigious and aspirational brand at that time, the local Communications 
team felt a degree of nervousness. Would the relatively more conformist, literal and collectivist aesthetic in Vietnam be 
willing to support this Brave New Style? Equally, given the fact that university fees (expensive by local standards) were 
often supported by an entire extended family contributing across generations, could the new style win the approval of 
mums and dads, aunts and uncles, grandmas and grandpas? 
Subtle adjustments were made to local graphic design and art direction, urgently, without departing from the letter of 
the new brand rules. For example, new photos taken in Vietnam still showed serious-looking “lone heroes”, but the 
selection of Vietnamese student models and careful art direction ensured that they looked clean and well groomed, and 
that their serious expressions could be interpreted just as much to mean that they were quietly confident and knew 
their parents were proud of them as any potential to be seen as looks of individualistic defiance. Tattoos and skin-
piercings disappeared entirely. (When first shown some of the initial ‘grunge’ art samples from Melbourne, a number of 
Vietnamese staff had inquired why there appeared to be so many gangsters and prostitutes on the Melbourne campus?) 
Facial expressions of Vietnamese photo models, while not quite smiling, were allowed to reveal just a hint of pleased 
satisfaction, to avert any suggestion that RMIT was a meeting place for lonely depressives (which might arguably have 
been a little too much truth in advertising). Of the two optional background textures, the geometric red dot version was 
quickly favoured by the local Communications team over the use of a washed-out weathered red texture. (In the only 
major instance that the washed-out ‘grunge’ background texture was used, on an annual student diary, some students 
asked to replace their copy of the diary for a better one due to the ‘printing error’ they had found on the cover.)  The 
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use of randomly mixed upper and lower case lettering did not proceed in Vietnam (at least, not in any designs produced 
centrally by the local Communications department), as it was felt that this was not helpful to thousands of students 
undertaking studies in a second language already difficult to master without the University taunting them by ignoring 
the very rules of English so recently taught to them. With these subtle but important adjustments, walking a fine line 
between brand compliance and cultural appropriateness (and having neither the time nor budget to conduct any market 
research to be certain it was right), the new-look RMIT brand image was launched in Vietnam. 
Initial indications were not entirely promising. At an internal staff launch, one foreign member of staff described the 
black and white hero photos as “grim”, and (with some justification) said they were a little reminiscent of the black-and-
white facial portraits commonly used in Vietnam on funeral memorial notices. Another foreign staff member conducted 
a withering semiotic deconstruction of the style, observing that it was inappropriate for Vietnam on many levels. Later, 
in Hanoi, a different foreign staff member felt moved to express concern about a close-up photo image showing legs 
walking up a stairway, on the cover of an Open Day publication, on the grounds that it transgressed local cultural taboos 
about showing the underside of shoes (harking back to a traditional Buddhist aesthetic).   
Where this professional practice example becomes interesting, notwithstanding all the initial concerns expressed, is that 
the new branding ultimately came to be well received, at least at a broad level. It was indeed quite different to anything 
coming from other universities in Vietnam, but that was part of the point: the most timid and traditionally conformist 
families were perhaps not the ones most likely to send their children to a foreign university with “non-Vietnamese” 
curriculum anyway. When, eventually, some modest local brand research was able to be done, the views of potential 
students and parents in several focus groups made for quite interesting reading. In broad terms, Vietnamese senior high 
school students found the imagery and style eye-catching but slightly intimidating, particularly in regard to the strong-
looking lone individuals in hero photos. They may have looked successful and confident (a positive), but they also looked 
somewhat aloof and difficult to relate to (a negative). “I could never be like that,” was a typical comment. Teenagers – 
those who might be expected in a western context to be somewhat more adventurous and bold than parents – seemed 
to want more reassuring group photos which showed students appearing “normal”, surrounded by their peers and 
enjoying themselves. On the other hand, many parents, who might have been predicted to be somewhat alienated by 
contemporary western-style urban art direction, tended to look more favourably on the images of young people 
standing confident and alone, setting a bold path for themselves in life. Similar findings were revealed in focus groups in 
both Ho Chi Minh City and in Hanoi. Following this research, greater efforts were subsequently made to continue subtly 
“tweaking” the visual identity application in Vietnam. Undertakings were given to allow for greater flexibility in future, 
and even the possible development of “sub-brands” as needed in specific countries – with local input to be provided at 
the development stage - but consistent with some universal design principles. 
The lessons which might be drawn from this Vietnamese case study are many. But amongst them are a warning of the 
evident dangers of excessive ‘ascription’ (Pierik, 2004): those staff who were most certain that the new branding would 
be a disaster in Vietnam were foreigners who prided themselves on their knowledge of local culture. Vietnamese 
nationals on staff, to the extent they made their views known, appeared to range from puzzlement to neutrality to 
endorsement in the early days, but in any case were willing to wait and see what emerged from its application. And 
when market research was finally done, the assumption that high school students might find it bold, modern and 
engaging and that parents might find it somewhat alienating, turned out to be almost the reverse of what was found. 
The episode was, perhaps, a useful example of how assumptions about generalised differences, of the kind made by 
Hofstede, can prove misleading in specific instances. Generalised categorisations can prove to be unreliable or simply 
out of date in the light of rapid change – or perhaps even underestimate the complicating factor of competition 
between certain “dimensions of difference”. For example, while it may be true that Vietnamese people can be classified 
as high on “group orientation” and “uncertainty avoidance”, in Hofstede’s terms, if they are also high in the “power 
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distance” dimension, and the institution communicating with them is seen by them to be prestigious and representing a 
path forward to greater success, which of the dimensions will ultimately take precedence? If one then adds a further 
dimension, such as Hall’s “high context” dimension, said to be important right across Asia, again the prestige and 
perceived authority of the message-maker must also be taken into account. It is one thing to produce a matrix of cultural 
variables, as Hofstede and others have done, but quite another to know how to duly weight and interpret any 
potentially conflicting dimensions in a rapidly globalising environment, full of cultural cross-currents. 
(Sources: Pierik, 2004, Hofstede, 2001, and Domm, 2009). 
 
Thailand and Malaysia: New-found irreverence 
Further examples of interesting cross-cultural communication mixes can be found elsewhere in the region. Some of 
Asia’s newer airlines make for particularly engaging cases in point, including Malaysia’s Air Asia (with local bases also in 
Indonesia and Thailand), and Thailand’s own Nok Air.  
In countries frequently portrayed by western outsiders as deferential and formal in their communication approaches, 
these airlines have made their presence felt – very successfully – by breaking old rules, and apparently taking some of 
their cues from the success of British airline entrepreneur Sir Richard Branson. In both cases, a degree of irreverence and 
informality has been used, highlighting the personalities of their CEOs as humanising figures, and leveraging diverse 
online platforms to build awareness and dialogue amongst potential customers.  
For example, contrary to traditional Muslim conventions of modest attire for women, Malaysian-based Air Asia’s almost 
exclusively female cabin staff tend to be young, attractive, heavily made-up, and clad in tight-fitting bright red uniforms 
including short skirts. They adopt an air of friendly informality, as does the website of Air Asia, which features numerous 
opportunities for active customer engagement.   
On a smaller scale yet apparently following much of the Air Asia example, Thailand’s entrepreneurial and relatively new 
Nok Air has rapidly established itself at Bangkok’s former central airport, Don Muang, and promoted itself successfully in 
Thailand as a cheap, friendly, no-frills alternative to more traditional airlines. It relies heavily on its online presence, 
largely by-passing traditional media in favour of engagement via Facebook, twitter, You Tube and its own website. It 
operates its own online ‘Fan Club’.  
Nok Air appears to have won a share of public attention and the domestic travel market far more rapidly than could 
have been expected in the years before social media came along. And it is noteworthy that this is happening at the same 
time as older established airlines are struggling across parts of the region.  
To what extent the success to date of both Nok Air in Thailand, and Air Asia right across the region, are simply about 
cheaper air travel, making these irreverent new airlines economically appealing, and to what extent they may also be 
symbolic of an emerging generation more willing to cast off some of the ‘staid’ traditions of these countries, is hard to 
discern. But, to this writer, developments in this realm certainly appear worthy of continuing attention. 
(Sources: www.airasia.com, www.nokair.com ; also Thai interviewees Chairat and Somporn) 
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Malaysia: The case of the ‘Chocolate Jihad’ 
In May 2014, more than 20 Malay-Muslim groups in Malaysia declared ‘Jihad’ (ie. war or struggle against unbelief or 
unbelievers) against Cadbury following the discovery of porcine DNA in two varieties of its chocolate bars.  
The incident apparently stemmed from a photo of a lab report circulating on social media, according to an 
account in the industry journal PR Week.  The social media report claimed the lab had tested a sample of 
hazelnut chocolate by Cadbury and found the presence of DNA from pigs. The presence of such pig DNA is 
strongly contrary to traditional Muslim ‘halal’ food practices. 
A spokesperson for Cadbury Malaysia confirmed to PR Week that the company was contacted about the 
issue by Malaysia’s Ministry of Health on the evening of 23 May and learnt that the Ministry had tested 
three samples of chocolate and found porcine DNA in two of the three: Dairy Milk Hazelnut, and Dairy Milk 
Roast Almond. The third sample, of Dairy Milk (plain), was found to be free of pork DNA. 
The brand quickly initiated a voluntary recall of the two specific batches on Saturday 24 May and informed 
all relevant stakeholders through Facebook, media releases and trade communications. 
 
According to PR Week, Cadbury’s chocolate factories in Malaysia were then to be retested by the 
Department of Islamic Development Malaysia (JAKIM), the department responsible for ‘halal’ food 
certification, and the Ministry of Health. 
When asked if neighbouring Muslim nation Indonesia was affected, Cadbury Malaysia responded that the 
country did not import the two types of chocolate bars from Malaysia. 
At the date of writing, it remains unclear where the contaminated samples in the original lab report and 
the Ministry of Health’s report were sourced.The incident initially raised the fear for Candbury of being 
declared ‘haram’ – against Islamic practice - in Malaysia.  
Cadbury Malaysia released the following statement: 
We would like to reassure our consumers that all Cadbury chocolates manufactured in Malaysia and 
currently on shelves, are halal-certified by JAKIM, which includes the locations and raw materials used in 
the production of these products. We employ stringent quality procedures to ensure that our products are 
of the highest standard of safety and quality. As a responsible brand, we take this matter seriously as we 
are committed to adhere to international standards and serving the highest quality products to all our 
customers across our portfolio. 
Cadbury has been obliged to respond actively on social media, where Malaysian Muslim consumers have 
vented feelings of betrayal and disgust. Even some non-Muslim consumers weighed in to question 
Cadbury’s manufacturing practices. The most extreme of these threatened to burn down Cadbury's factory 
in Malaysia.  
More than 20 Malay-Muslim groups called for a nation-wide boycott of Cadbury products and said that a 
"holy war" needed to be called against the chocolate manufacturer for "weakening" Muslims in Malaysia. 
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The president of one of those groups, Perkid, Ustaz Masridzi Sat, was quoted in the Malay Mail as saying 
the tainted products had caused social ills and apostasy (ie. a desertion of religious belief and principles) in 
the country: "Because the person eats pork it is difficult to guide him to the right path. When the day of 
judgment comes, that person will be wearing a pig-face because of what he has eaten," he said before 
declaring the need for ‘jihad’. 
The groups declared that no amount of monetary compensation would suffice to "wash away the tainted 
blood" of those who had consumed chocolates.  
Fortunately for Cadbury, the majority of Muslims in Malaysia seemed to take a more moderate view. 
According to a professor of Islamic studies, Dr Mohd. Asri Zainul Abidin, of the Universiti Sains Malaysia, 
the views expressed by the 20 groups were extreme and did not represent Islam. 
"First things first, as a consumer, of course you have a right to protest when you feel you have been misled. 
However, there is no need to call a jihad, (Cadbury) never forced anyone to buy their products," he 
commented. 
"The initial reaction from special interest groups has been, in my view, somewhat extreme - and I speak as 
a Muslim consumer," agreed Zayn Khan, Southeast Asia CEO of design and innovation consultancy, Dragon 
Rouge. "To declare a jihad against Cadbury and demand things like blood transfusions for affected 
consumers is bordering on fanatical. I would call for consumers to take a balanced and reasonable view 
and give Cadbury the opportunity to investigate, respond and address the manufacturing irregularities that 
have occurred." 
Nandini Das Ghoshal, co-founder of a market research firm, Insights & More, remarked: "Declarations like 
this by one or a few Muslim groups should not be extrapolated to the entire country."  
While the consumption of pork is forbidden in Islam, if it is consumed in innocence, without fore-
knowledge, then the person has not sinned. "God will forgive you," said Mohd Asri.   
Mohd Asri suggested the extreme reaction may be more the result of Malay culture than the teachings of 
Islam. Gambling and bribery are both likewise forbidden by Islam, yet Malaysians had a far more relaxed 
attitude towards those particular sins, which he felt were more insidious and serious spiritual problems 
than any trace amounts of pork to be found in chocolate.  
While many urged Cadbury to apologise profusely, until JAKIM delivered its final report and the brand 
could be sure of its innocence or guilt, legal considerations apparently prevented the company from 
delivering a formal apology. 
"The best that Cadbury can do in this situation is to be as open and transparent as possible," advised Khan. 
In a prior role, Khan was head of Ogilvy Malaysia when the network launched its Islamic practice, Ogilvy 
Noor. Speaking from that experience, he added: "From research I have been involved with, I know that 
Muslim consumers look for transparency, ethical behaviour and good corporate citizenship in corporate 
brands, no matter what the category." 
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If the contamination turns out to be proven, the brand would need to first apologise to all consumers, not 
just Muslim consumers: "They must acknowledge what has happened and explain in reasonable detail how 
and why it happened. Then, of course, they must assure the public that concrete steps are being put in 
place to address the issues, against a specific timeline." 
Ghoshal and co-founder Trisha Varma agreed with Khan's assessment: "Cadbury Malaysia will have to step 
out of their offices and appear before the public. We all know that if someone betrays our trust, putting up 
statements on social media does not impress us and neither makes us forgive them." 
It would also serve Cadbury’s interests to go beyond the call of duty and proactively re-check all of its 
manufacturing lines and products, workplace environments, distribution channels and retail environments 
to provide compliance assurance to consumers and business partners, said Khan. "They should invite the 
media and special interest groups into their offices and factories to see first-hand." 
When the incident could be finally settled, Cadbury should also consider taking a lead role in raising the bar 
in terms of halal compliance, suggested Khan. "Cadbury is a strong brand in Malaysia and will weather this 
storm." 
Some other brands in Malaysia have faceded similar situations in the past. Burger manufacturer Ramly 
Burger and coffee shop Kluang Coffee have also faced accusations of selling food that was found to be non-
halal.  
 
 
(Source: Emily Tan, PR Week Asia, Hong Kong, 29 May 2014) 
 
 
Conclusions from Professional Practice Examples: Inside the South East Asian melting pot 
These Professional Practice Examples suggest that right across the region there is an eclectic mix of old-style and new-
style issues and approaches under way in marketing communication, corporate profile-building, issues management, 
and other areas of professional practice. To this researcher, there does not appear to be a consistent pattern that 
conforms fully, in any one place, to what might be predicted from an academic study of Hofstede’s (1981) dimensions of 
culture. As Somporn noted in her interview for this project, differences from country to country are often evidently 
more about tone and flavour rather than real differences in their underlying strategies and objectives.  
Notwithstanding certain ‘sacred’ no-go areas which remain to the present day - such as avoiding criticism of the 
monarchy in Thailand, certain types of alcohol promotion in Vietnam, flagrant breaches of halal practice or lurid sexual 
displays in Malaysia or Indonesia (notwithstanding the tight skirts of Air Asia), or vigorous criticism of government in 
Singapore or Vietnam - the “rules” of acceptable corporate behaviour appear increasingly fluid. 
As this is being written, more practice examples will doubtless be emerging and it can reasonably be expected that many 
of these will continue to indicate the presence of an intriguing mix of newer and more traditional imperatives: a 
willingness to experiment and push boundaries in some quarters, with aspirations to be seen as fresh, modern and 
‘international’, yet, almost certainly, at least a few debacles continuing to remind practitioners it remains easy to 
misjudge local feelings and tastes on occasion.  
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As one of the respondents to the online questionnaire for this project has noted, research about culture and other local 
characteristics can be very useful, but it remains hard to know what might have shifted a little even by the time an 
article about it is has been published.  
The only absolute certainty revealed by the Professional Practice Examples outlined above, and others noted in passing 
in the practitioner interviews, is that there continues to be some fluidity as the region propels itself into a new economic 
league, and as local communities determine - to the extent they can - what they wish to accept from, and to offer, the 
wider world beyond the region. 
 
“Authority, experience, likeability – these are all important everywhere.” – Interviewee, Jakarta 
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APPENDIX II 
 
Questions asked in semi-structured in-depth interviews 
 
1. When I say the words ‘culture’ and ‘cultural difference’, in regard to PR practice, what thoughts (if any) come 
immediately to mind? 
 
2. How real is the notion of ‘cultural difference’ as a relevant factor to consider in the conduct of PR and other 
communication programs in this part of the world? 
 
3. Do you believe that cultural considerations are well understood in PR practice around the world generally? 
 
4. Do you believe cultural considerations are well understood in the practice of public relations here in this 
country? 
 
5. Have you ever had any interesting experiences in PR practice that have taught you anything you regard as 
important in regard to cultural similarities or differences between PR practice in different parts of the world? (If 
so, please explain.) 
 
6. Where did you learn most of what you know about PR practice today? 
 
7. Have you had formal education specifically related to PR practice? 
 
8. If you answered yes to (7), how have you found the actual practice of PR compared to what you were led to 
expect in your formal education? 
 
9. What view do you have, if any, on the value of professional associations linked to PR practice? 
 
10. Do you have any views on what is important in regard to ethics in PR practice? (If so, please explain what you 
have in mind.) 
 
11. Professional associations like IABC and IPRA embrace and support the idea of codes of professional practice.  Do 
you have any view on such codes? 
 
12. Do you have any knowledge of what is in the relevant codes of practice for PR and allied professions? (If so, 
please explain what comes to mind first.) 
 
13. What kind of considerations guide you most in deciding how you go about your own work? 
 
14. Is the concept of ‘globalisation’ of any importance in the work that you do? (If yes, in what way? If no, why not?) 
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15. What are the most important ‘lessons’ you have learned in your years of professional practice, if any come 
readily to mind? 
 
16. Some people say that PR theory and practice has been focused mostly on Western countries and cultures to 
date, and that it is therefore not always valid as a guide in situations faced in Asian societies. Others have said, in 
contrast, that human nature is fundamentally the same in all locations, so the approaches taken in PR can be 
universal. Do you have a view at all on this matter? (If so, please explain it.) 
 
17. It has become popular amongst some social researchers to draw up grids and sliding scales to plot how different 
cultural groups think and act differently, often with different  motivations, and to conclude that this is relevant 
to the effectiveness of communication amongst them.  Are you familiar with this kind of approach to identifying  
cultural differences relevant to communication? (If so, please elaborate a little on any general impression you 
have gained from what you have heard or read.) 
 
18. If yes to (17), do you have any view on how relevant or useful such thinking is? 
 
19. Is politics ever an important factor to you in influencing what work you do, or how you go about your work?  (If 
yes to either, please explain more.) 
 
20. Does politics ever affect the choice you make in regard to what work you choose to take on?  (If so, how?) 
 
21. Some people have reported that particular strategies and tactics in PR practice work much better in some places 
than others.  But not all agree that it is possible to generalise about the meaning of any observed differences in 
any useful way. Do you have any experience of your own to offer that might shed any further light on this 
discussion? 
 
22. Does it matter much to you what the purpose of a PR program is, or who will benefit from it? (If yes to either, 
please explain your thinking.) 
 
23. Have you ever experienced a concern that a program or campaign you have been working on could cause harm 
of any kind? (If so, please explain what you have in mind.) 
 
24. If yes to (23), how have you responded to such concern arising in your mind? 
 
25. How much – if at all – do gender issues have any relevance to the way you approach your work? (If they have 
any influence at all, please explain what you have in mind.) 
 
26. Do gender issues – ie. matters particularly pertaining to men or to women or to the relationships between them 
– have any significance to the structure of the PR profession and how it operates. (If yes to either, please explain 
what you have in mind.) 
 
27. Can you tell me about what level of relevance communication technologies and access to them have to any of 
the programs or campaigns that you have been involved in? (If it is ever especially relevant, please explain how 
so.) 
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28. What changes, if any, do you observe in regard to society and general communication behaviours over recent 
years in the locations where you work? (If you have any observed changes in communication behavior that you 
think are significant in any way, please explain.) 
 
29. Some people say that the mass media environment is often more sensitive and important in determining PR 
conduct in various Asian societies, when compared to Western societies. Others say that perceptions of 
difference in media environments are overrated.  Do you have any view on how much the nature of media 
matters in the places where you do most of your work? (If you have any view, what aspects of the media 
environment come to mind as those that matter? What kind of differences come to mind? You can interpret 
these questions any way you wish.) 
 
30. It has been said that the context in which something is said matters much more in an Asian society than the 
information content of what is said, especially when compared to Western societies. Do you have any idea of 
what might be meant by such a statement? (If you do, what do you make of the statement?) 
 
31. Are there any general observations you would like to make – without specific prompting – in regard to any 
aspects of culture, cultural difference and cultural similarities that you feel may have relevance to PR practice? 
 
32. How much – if at all – do any of the issues we’re discussing matter to you personally? (If they don’t, do you have 
any thoughts on why not? If they do, can you explain what matters to you at a personal level, and why.) 
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Appendix III  Online survey 
 
Online survey questions 
 
 
1. Do you believe culture – and cultural difference – can be an important consideration in the work of PR and other 
communication professionals operating in your country? Why or why not? 
 
2. Most currently available PR research is based on practices, attitudes and case studies experienced in North 
America and Europe.  In your own experience, are American and European practices and experiences valid to 
use in decision making about what will be appropriate practice in your country or region? Why or why not? 
 
3. A close knowledge of the specific country and culture in which you work is essential to the success of most PR 
and communication programs. 
 
Ο Yes 
Ο No 
Ο Unsure 
 
4. Human nature is universal, and differences in local culture, geography, politics and so on result in only 
superficial differences between people. 
Ο Agree fully 
Ο Agree somewhat 
Ο Disagree 
 
5. Some social researchers have developed scales and grids which attempt to measure the different variables in 
the way people think and behave in different cultures (eg. levels of respect for authority, individual thinking vs 
collective thinking, willingness to take risk vs desire to avoid trouble, etc.). In your reading and in your work, 
have you encountered such approaches to identifying and measuring differences between different national and 
cultural groups? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
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6. If YES to question 5, have you found this kind of labelling and measurement to be of any use/relevance to you in 
PR and corporate communications work? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
 
7. If NO to question 5, would you find it of interest to learn more about this kind of research, and whether or not it 
could have relevance to improving the effectiveness of PR programs? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
 
8. Do you believe the values of the communities in which you operate are often much different to those of the 
countries in which ‘Western’ PR practitioners typically operate? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
  Ο Sometimes 
 
9. Do you find your own attitudes and beliefs are often quite different to those of the groups (audiences and 
publics) with which you are working? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
  Ο Sometimes 
 
10. Do you find your own attitudes and beliefs are often quite different to those of your client/s or employer/s? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
  Ο Sometimes 
 
11. Do you find your own attitudes and beliefs are often quite different from those of the groups with which you 
are working (aside from the person or people who employ you)? One a scale of 1-7, in which 1 means attitudes and 
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beliefs are exactly the same, to 7, which means they are entirely different, please indicate what you believe the 
situation is. 
 
12. Do you find it difficult to deal with those groups and individuals whose attitudes and values may be very 
different to your own? One a scale of 1-4, in which 1 means different attitudes and values present no problem to 
you, to 4, which means different attitudes and values are always very difficult to deal with, please indicate what you 
believe the situation is. 
  
13. Do you have direct experience working outside your country of origin? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
 
14. Are there particular methods and techniques which tend to work much more effectively in your country, for PR 
practitioners, than they may do in many other locations? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
  Ο Don’t know 
 
15. Have you ever felt the need to question the goals or objectives of a PR program or campaign you have been 
asked to work on, for reasons associated with your own values? 
  Ο Yes - often 
  Ο Yes – occasionally 
  Ο Yes – but rarely 
  Ο No  
 
16. Have you ever felt the need to question the goals or objectives of a PR program or campaign you have been 
asked to work on, for reasons associated with the values of your target public? 
  Ο Yes - often 
  Ο Yes – occasionally 
  Ο Yes – but rarely 
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  Ο No  
 
17. If YES to either 15 or 16, what have you done about your concern? 
  Ο I have declined to do the work 
Ο I have explained my concerns to my client or employer and sought to change the objective/s  
  Ο I have performed the work, despite my reservations  
O I have performed the work, but quietly made changes to what I was asked to do to alter the 
objective 
18. Are political sensitivities ever a major factor in deciding what work you will undertake and/or the way it needs to 
be pursued? 
  Ο No – never 
  Ο Yes – sometimes 
  Ο Yes – often 
  Ο Yes – always 
 
19. If YES to 18, what kind of factors are most often relevant? 
  Ο Fear of offending authorities 
  Ο Concern about potential loss of business 
  Ο Personal displeasure or personal disagreement about doing the work 
O General concerns about being ‘out of step’ with prevailing ideology, belief or attitudes 
  O None of the above 
 
20. In your experience, are differences in attitude between men and women ever an important consideration in 
undertaking PR campaigns and programs?  
  Ο No – there are never any important differences 
  Ο No – there are differences, but they are not relevant to my work 
  Ο Yes – sometimes 
  Ο Yes – often 
  O Not sure 
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  O Don’t know 
 
21. The extent of use of communication tools such as computers, the internet and mobile phones varies greatly 
between countries and within their populations. In the case of the country in which you work, how relevant are 
communication technologies, their availability, and distinctive local habits to the decisions you make about PR 
strategies and tactics? 
Ο Highly relevant – access to technology or local communication habits relating to tehnology are 
often especially important considerations in shaping PR and communication programs in my 
country 
Ο Somewhat relevant – there are sometimes differences in access to technology and habits that 
require PR and communication programs to be conducted differently in my country to many 
others 
Ο Not relevant – access to communication technologies and communication habits in my country 
are not much different to other countries that I know about 
 
22. Is the general media environment different in your country from many Western countries? 
  Ο Yes 
  Ο No 
  Ο In some respects only 
 
23. If YES to 22, what kind of differences do you believe are MOST significant, in terms of how they may impact PR 
practice? (Mark all that apply.) 
 
  Ο ownership 
  Ο government control 
  Ο law 
  Ο commonly accepted cultural standards in regard to content 
  Ο types of media available to the population 
  Ο education or literacy levels 
  Ο linguistic considerations 
  Ο two or more of the above factors 
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  Ο Other (please specify: __________________________________) 
 
 
24. A researcher on cross-cultural communication, Geert Hofstede, has proposed five major variables 
between the way people of different cultures approach decision making. These are (in no particular 
order): 
a) Power distance (the relative levels of respect for hierarchy and ‘distance’ between decision makers 
and those who are affected by those decisions) 
b) Uncertainty avoidance (the level of priority people give to avoiding activities or decisions that will 
crate stress from uncertainty) 
c) Individualism vs collectivism (the extent to which people value individual initiative and liberty over 
collective values and consensus, and vice versa) 
d) Masculinity vs femininity (the extent to which a culture appears to give weight to clearly defined and 
different emotional roles between men and women) 
e) Long term vs short term orientation (the extent to which people focus on the present, or are willing to 
put aside present gratification to achieve future goals) 
If it is possible for you to do so, what would you rank as the highest one or two of these variables amongst 
the bulk of publics with which you most often work? 
 
a,  b,  c,  d,  e     (Circle the one or two dimensions that you feel are most influential) 
Or  (f) : None of the above are more relevant than others. 
 
25. Anthropologist Edward T Hall argues that differences in culture are not just about words and immediate 
actions. The context in which the words are spoken or an action is taken can totally change its meaning 
in many cultures. Does this notion appear to have any particular importance or validity to any of the 
communities in which you work? 
O yes 
O no 
O  not sure 
 
26. Further to Question 24, other researchers have sought to extend the descriptions of different cultural behaviour 
created by Hofstede. Examples of this – notably from the GLOBE Study by House and his associates – 
add more factors including: 
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a. performance orientation (the extent to which a society encourages or rewards group members for 
improving performance or achieving excellence) 
b. humane orientation (the extent to which a society encourages and rewards individuals for being fair, 
kind, caring and so on) 
c. assertiveness (the extent to which a society encourages people to confront problems and challenges 
head-on , or in a competitive way, as opposed to the extent to which modesty and gentleness are 
encouraged) 
In your view, do one or more of the above factors have particular relevance to the communities in which 
you typically work. If you think they do, which of them? (You may nominate more than one if you want.) 
 
a,  b,  c,  d   (d = none of the above) 
 
27. Is there any area of human behaviour, attitudes and values in the locations where you work in which you think it 
would be helpful to understand more about behaviour, attitude and values of different groups of people, to 
improve public relations and corporate communications practice in these locations? If so, please briefly describe 
this area of information need. (You can list more than one if you want.) 
 
Please state your: 
 
28.  Country of main current work and/or residence 
29. Country of birth, or country in which you spent the greatest amount of time in your childhood. (If these are 
different, please state both – or whichever location you consider to be more influential in your upbringing.) 
30. Which age group are you in? 
31. Gender 
32. Field of employment 
33. How would you describe your current position/occupation? (Feel free to include your precise job title if you 
wish.) 
34. How many years have you been employed in professional communication-related activities? 
35. What is the highest level of formal education you have attained?  
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FULL REPORT OF ONLINE SURVEY RESPONSES, REPRODUCED FROM ‘SURVEY MONKEY’ RESEARCH SUMMARY, IS 
PROVIDED OVER NEXT PAGE. 
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Question 1 
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Page 1, Q1. Do you believe culture – and cultural difference – can be an important consideration when 
developing PR and other communication programs in the country you work in? Why or why not? 
1 PR is a culturally and socially constructed practice Mar 24, 2011 12:52 PM 
2 def cannot role in an overseas program and expect it to meet expectations. 
cultural language, religious and other nuances to be taken into account. 
Mar 20, 2011 6:14 PM 
3 Definitely as they have different ways to transfer messages and also ethic 
that sometime consider as unique value 
Mar 19, 2011 10:16 AM 
4 PR can not be separated from local wisdom, thus cultural approaches should 
be always considered during developing PR and other communications 
program 
Mar 19, 2011 1:58 AM 
5 Culture determines how people's attitude toward a message, so we really 
have to understand the culture in order to effectively communicate. 
Mar 18, 2011 5:10 PM 
6 It's imperative to ensure that any communications platform or strategy 
leverages local insights, cultural difference and nuance. If not, the program 
will have no local interest or traction. 
Jan 25, 2011 12:49 PM 
7 Language differences affect content. Relationship dynamics differs and 
influence channels. 
Jan 4, 2011 1:16 PM 
8 Globalization unites different markets, but does not unite individual thoughts, 
cultures. 
Dec 29, 2010 11:38 AM 
9 Because all communications is receiver driven and therefor needs to be 
adapted to the local country, cultural values and habits is part of that aspect. 
Dec 22, 2010 9:20 PM 
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10 The message is best communicated in a manner that is reaily undrestood by 
the recipient, That cannot happen effectively when the cultural divides are 
not adhered to. 
Dec 13, 2010 7:41 AM 
11 It's all about customizing your PR activities to fit in with each culture. Without 
local target audience knowledge, your message will never get through. 
Dec 12, 2010 9:57 PM 
12 People in different countries interpret the tone and sense of messages 
differently and what works well in one country does not always work in others 
Dec 9, 2010 8:46 PM 
13 Culture and particularly culture tension are pretty much crucial when it 
comes to PR programs. At Ogilvy we have always been sticking to Insights, 
from then we can create Ideas and program. Insight must reflect the cultural 
elements and characters. Also public relations is about relationships and on 
this premise relationships in asian culture or vietnamese are totally different 
and not homogenous to what we might think all Asian culture exhibit 
Dec 8, 2010 4:56 PM 
14 Obviously different countries have different values and ways of reacting to 
our messages, so this must be taken into account when developing 
startegies 
Dec 8, 2010 10:24 AM 
15 Culture would impact how people perceive communication messages. Dec 7, 2010 9:00 PM 
16 Accor wanted to use a Panda bear image on it's hotel ads in Vietnam. Hmm, 
Chinese symbols for Vietnam market,,, not a good idea. Culture is always a 
consideration, even in wording, not just obvious things like imagery. 
Dec 7, 2010 5:46 PM 
17 Culture is deeply embedded in (sub)consciousness. Ignoring or denying its 
existence may seriously diminish the desired effect of PR and other 
Dec 7, 2010 5:45 PM 
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Page 1, Q1. Do you believe culture – and cultural difference – can be an important consideration when 
developing PR and other communication programs in the country you work in? Why or why not? 
communication programs. 
18 Yes, but only to the degree that communicators must be aware of social, 
political and cultural nuances in the markets where they work. But I still 
believe that fundamentally good communications, based on good ideas and 
strategy, works across borders. 
Dec 7, 2010 5:27 PM 
19 A lot of the work we do has to do with trying to change behaviours -- and 
many behaviours are deeply ingrained in culture and cultural practices (i.e. 
open defecation, child marriage, etc) 
Dec 7, 2010 1:39 PM 
20 Because one size does not fit all Dec 7, 2010 10:29 AM 
21 Communications is fundamentally about thinking and reasoning and 
synthesizing ideas and opinions -- all territories where the slightest difference 
in culture can make a big difference. 
Dec 6, 2010 10:43 PM 
22 Depending on the nature of your business and the sophiscation level of your 
target audience, the need to adapt your communications programs and 
strategies will make a huge difference. Language localisation, very much a 
key component of culture, is one of the critical considerations. 
Dec 6, 2010 10:24 PM 
23 There are some differences but at heart the fundamentals remain the same. 
People remain people with the same hot buttons once you get beneath the 
veneer of cultural differences. 
Dec 6, 2010 5:02 PM 
24 Because how each culture interprets the messages that are being sent is 
critical to how they are successfully communicated 
Dec 6, 2010 3:02 PM 
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25 Effective communications have to take into considerations cultural 
sensitivities otherwise it would be an exercise in futility and may even end up 
in a crisis situation 
Dec 6, 2010 10:56 AM 
26 Thailand to Japan to Singapore to India are all so vastly different. CUlture 
and local understanding is it is critical. 
Dec 3, 2010 10:54 PM 
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Page 1, Q1. Most currently available PR research is based on practices, attitudes and case studies from North 
America and Europe. In your own experience, are American and European practices and experiences valid to 
use in decision making about what will be appropriate practice in your country or region? Why... 
1 it will be usefull when it deals with global practice, but not when we need to 
deal with local issues. 
Mar 24, 2011 12:52 PM 
2 we can use some principles and creatives but often need to be tailored for 
our own country 
Mar 20, 2011 6:14 PM 
3 Every country have self regulated and culture that we have to respect Mar 19, 2011 10:16 AM 
4 those results from western can be used as benchmark but needs to be 
adjusted with local values as some issues are quite specific. 
Mar 19, 2011 1:58 AM 
5 The big idea can be relevant, but it has to be well-adapted to Indonesian 
context. 
Mar 18, 2011 5:10 PM 
6 If based on sound, strategic insights about consumer/customer needs, there 
is always something to learn from US/European cases; however, they only 
provide initial insight to the client's challenges. The critical next step is to do 
the research on the specific country's receptiveness to a program, and 
ensure the learnings are adapted to make impact on local 
customers/consumer. 
Jan 25, 2011 12:49 PM 
7 Techniques and approaches are valid sometimes but more often than not 
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Western thought leadership material underlines what won't work in Asia and 
is food for though as to what might work better here instead. 
Jan 4, 2011 1:16 PM 
8 Differences due to stage of economy development, political system, cultures. Dec 29, 2010 11:38 AM 
9 General communication basic rules are valid for the entire world but local 
practices may not be the same in Asia as in NA and Europe. One solution 
does not fit all. 
Dec 22, 2010 9:20 PM 
10 Americans are regarded as loud and aggressive. Europeans are considered 
polished and expensive though language is a huge negative. In Asia the 
practices emanate out of basic human needs, minimum planning, very 
pragmatic, skinny budgets and hardly any post evaluations. 
Dec 13, 2010 7:41 AM 
11 It's not about North America or Europe, it's about the tools and techniques 
they use in decision making that matters in assisting decision making. 
Dec 12, 2010 9:57 PM 
12 At times it could be useful. But in general it all boils down to understanding 
your stakeholders and that means also the culture that forms their decision 
making process 
Dec 9, 2010 8:46 PM 
13 What non-Asian case studies can often help is the tactical activities and at 
times strategic examples for particular campaign. Attitudes might not be so 
useful at glance but it gives a baseline or comparason format, upon which 
we can draw conclusion and spark ideas from 
Dec 8, 2010 4:56 PM 
14 Firstly we have a lot of research on PR in Asia in terms of behavior through 
TNS and neilson. But some aspects of PR are Universal so the overseas 
research is useful 
Dec 8, 2010 10:24 AM 
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15 There're some universal best practices. Dec 7, 2010 9:00 PM 
16 I can't comment, I only have PR/Comms experience in Asia. Dec 7, 2010 5:46 PM 
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Page 1, Q1. Most currently available PR research is based on practices, attitudes and case studies from North 
America and Europe. In your own experience, are American and European practices and experiences valid to 
use in decision making about what will be appropriate practice in your country or region? Why... 
17 Some practices, attitudes and case studies from North America and Europe 
are helpful. But in South East Asia we lack recent case studies, the attitude 
must take into consideration both local culture and legal (political) 
circumstances, and these two factors are key to developing a successful PR 
strategy & practice in this part of the world. 
Dec 7, 2010 5:45 PM 
18 As stated above, good ideas, good strategy and good execution works 
across boundaries. LOcalization is critical for story telling--but in our 
experience stories are similar from market to market. 
Dec 7, 2010 5:27 PM 
19 Cultural differences, audience psychographics and level of management's 
maturity and exposure inmanagement skills 
Dec 7, 2010 10:29 AM 
20 The developing world still looks to the West for best practices. This is 
particularly true of companies who either have heritage in the developed 
world; count highly educated, upwardly mobile consumers as their primary 
market; or are looking to go global. I can't say the same for other audiences 
though. 
Dec 6, 2010 10:43 PM 
21 Asia, or Asia Pacific is very diverse. There is a "one size fit all" approach 
that can truly work for Asia. 
Dec 6, 2010 10:24 PM 
22 Again, fundamentals are the same but in Asia its more by instinct and 
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hunches because nobody wants to pay for research 
Dec 6, 2010 5:02 PM 
23 Depending on the audience and the type of messages, also appropriate 
channels. 
Dec 6, 2010 3:02 PM 
24 We cannot take them in total but must adapt the tools to local situations Dec 6, 2010 10:56 AM 
25 In fact, much of the thinking from Edelman to day comes from Asia too. Asia 
is at the sharp end of many trends that are affecting this global world. 
Dec 3, 2010 10:54 PM 
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Page 2, Q1. If YES to Question 5, have you found this kind of labelling and measurement (ie. identification of 
attitudes and traits according to grids and scales which compare different cultural groups) to be of any 
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use/relevance to you in PR and corporate communications work? 
1 This is usefull as an early indicator only. It is not used as a final and absolute 
indicator 
Mar 24, 2011 12:54 PM 
2 not experienced any grids. Mar 20, 2011 6:16 PM 
3 that labelling may help you set the prediction Mar 19, 2011 2:01 AM 
4 Understanding social and political influences certainly is valuable when trying 
to effectively execute a communications program in a country. 
Jan 25, 2011 12:50 PM 
5 Many PR practices in Asean countries are based on unplanned temporary 
crisis fixes and plenty of emotional issues which cannot be measured in grids 
and scales. 
Dec 13, 2010 7:44 AM 
6 Most of my work lies in the consumer and digital side of PR so not so much Dec 8, 2010 5:02 PM 
7 Actually yes and no, we have scales iddentifying different groups, BUT we 
are in a fast developing country especially in terms of the populations 
behavour as they become exposed to new things. So this scale, especially in 
a long term strategy, needs to be continually modified 
Dec 8, 2010 10:27 AM 
8 Human nature is basically universal. However, within specific contexts, it's 
evolving process. Such kind of labelling & measurement would be useful. 
Dec 7, 2010 9:04 PM 
9 Hofstede's Dimensions help, but are just one source. Lacking in Hofstede's 
is i.m.h.o. a Dimension that could be called 'Material vs. Spiritual'. I also have 
problems interpreting/using his 'Longterm Orientation' Dimension. 
Dec 7, 2010 5:50 PM 
10 Too generic because they make assumptions from a western perspective or 
value mindset. 
Dec 3, 2010 10:58 PM 
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Page 5, Q1. Have you ever felt the need to question the goal/s or objective/s of a PR program or campaign 
you have been asked to work on, for reasons associated with your own values? 
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1 Yes to make a clear in achieving target as well as to ease execution Mar 19, 2011 10:46 AM 
2 Without understanding the reason for your action, communication wll never b 
effective, will it? 
Dec 13, 2010 7:54 AM 
3 Moral conflict Dec 7, 2010 9:11 PM 
4 Once I was invited to write about smoking laws in Europe. Later I found out 
that my article was edited, in such a way that it now has become an 'anti 
smoking' article. 
Dec 7, 2010 6:03 PM 
5 approaches may differ and setting targets and timetables may differ even if 
the objectives may be shared and the final resolution is shared - mostly in 
product launches, crisis situations, issue management cases 
Dec 6, 2010 11:25 PM 
6 I had to challenge the objective of an all-out media outreach that sought to 
bring more PR value to a specific individual rather than the company as a 
whole. 
Dec 6, 2010 10:54 PM 
7 Largely over the efficacy of what they want to do. We turn down spin jobs so 
no conflict there. 
Dec 6, 2010 5:24 PM 
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Page 6, Q1. The extent of use of communication tools such as computers, the internet and mobile phones 
varies greatly between countries and within their populations. In the case of the country in which you work, 
how relevant are communication technologies, their availability and distinctive local habits to d... 
1 In the Philippines for example seminars are marketed through mobile text 
messaging - can you think of doin such a thing in Australia or New Zealand? 
Dec 13, 2010 8:00 AM 
2 I'm moving to work on an expertise area for digital influence, worth of mouth 
industry focus pretty much on social media and how to drive business impact 
Dec 8, 2010 5:10 PM 
3 Internet especially has a huge reach in Vietnam Dec 8, 2010 10:41 AM 
4 My organization works in 13 countries around Asia, so technology varies 
widely. This is always factored into our planning. 
Dec 7, 2010 1:48 PM 
5 Internet penetration, IT literacy and understanding of social media Dec 7, 2010 10:39 AM 
6 digital pr has certainly come of age and businesses are fast tracking its 
integration into campaigns and strategies as well as daily handling of issues 
Dec 6, 2010 11:28 PM 
7 Asia has one of the highest penetration rates for mobile phones and internet Dec 6, 2010 10:32 PM 
8 Indonesia is #2 worldwide for Facebook, #1 in percentage of population 
using Twitter...and the list goes on. 
Dec 6, 2010 5:27 PM 
9 Technology is very relevant particularly among the younger sets Dec 6, 2010 11:08 AM 
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Page 6, Q1. A researcher on cross-cultural communication, Geert Hofstede, has proposed five major 
variables in the way people of different cultures approach decision making. These are (in no particular order): 
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a) POWER DISTANCE (the relative levels of respect for hierarchy and ‘distance’ between decision... 
1 The boss is always the one has the authority, while the situation may 
changes any time need also to be considered. Idea base on collective 
represent the stronger voice will be the priority 
Mar 19, 2011 11:04 AM 
2 The relatively large PDI leads to long waiting times to get a final permission. 
But worse: it's often hard to directly meet with & talk to the guy in charge. 
The collectivist attitude means that this 'guy in charge' wants to be sure he 
has the backup of his lower echelons. I still have to get used to this to me 
contradictory situation. 
Dec 7, 2010 6:10 PM 
3 In my experience, these two variables weigh heavily in the strategic decisionmaking 
side of PR, but not so much the tactical side. 
Dec 6, 2010 11:03 PM 
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Question 25 
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Question 25, Figure 1 
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Question 26 
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Question 27 
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Page 7, Q1. Is there any area of human behaviour, attitudes or values in the locations where you work in 
which you think it would be helpful to understand more about behaviour, attitudes and values of different 
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groups of people, to improve public relations and corporate communications practice in these locat... 
1 local beliefs and tradition Mar 24, 2011 1:01 PM 
2 - Mar 18, 2011 7:07 PM 
3 Knowing whether Dr. Robert Cialdini's principles concerning the psychology 
of persuasion are equally valid across Asian contexts. 
Jan 4, 2011 1:23 PM 
4 way of thinking Dec 29, 2010 1:21 PM 
5 The emergence of youth in countries like India and the imminent onset of an 
aging society in China are factors that need to be addressed. The answers to 
these issues will have a direct impact on the PR practices that develop in 
Asean countries. 
Dec 13, 2010 8:04 AM 
6 (this question is odd, I cant articulate it). Human behaviour is a huge aspect, 
which one? I dont quite understand the question 
Dec 8, 2010 5:13 PM 
7 Human behavior model of Carl Gustav Jung (excluded culture & ethics) Dec 7, 2010 9:14 PM 
8 To understand more about what makes a South East Asian culture like 
Vietnam 'tick' and what determines people's behavior, values and decisions, 
one must study not only its culture, but also its political history and not in the 
least, its complicated religious history and current situation. 
Dec 7, 2010 6:19 PM 
9 I'd like to get a better sense of how people in Vietnam view opportunity for 
economic mobility. 
Dec 7, 2010 5:44 PM 
10 Attitudes towards change, attitudes to social change, attitudes to human 
rights and children's rights 
Dec 7, 2010 1:49 PM 
11 Maturity of thought in approach to issues influenced by education levels 
Religious maturity Feudalistic/heirarchical mind-set Objection to change 
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Dec 7, 2010 10:46 AM 
12 history of its people religions - dominant one and its practice through the 
years mass media and the entry of digital media 
Dec 6, 2010 11:31 PM
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Question 28 
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Page 7, Q1. Please state your main country of current work and/or residence. (Feel free to explain further, if 
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this is hard to answer due to reasons of multiple location.) 
1 Indonesia Mar 24, 2011 1:01 PM 
2 indonesia Mar 20, 2011 6:23 PM 
3 Indonesia Mar 19, 2011 2:10 AM 
4 Jakarta, Indonesia Mar 18, 2011 7:07 PM 
5 Singapore Jan 25, 2011 12:57 PM 
6 Asia-Pacific, based in Singapore Jan 4, 2011 1:23 PM 
7 Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam Dec 29, 2010 1:21 PM 
8 Singapore, but cover China, India, Korea and Southeast Asia Dec 22, 2010 9:33 PM 
9 India for work Autralia for residence Dec 13, 2010 8:04 AM 
10 Thailand Dec 12, 2010 10:04 PM 
11 Singapore Dec 9, 2010 8:52 PM 
12 Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh City Dec 8, 2010 5:13 PM 
13 Vietnam Dec 8, 2010 11:59 AM 
14 Vietnam Dec 7, 2010 9:14 PM 
15 Vietnam Dec 7, 2010 6:19 PM 
16 Vietnam Dec 7, 2010 5:53 PM 
17 Thailand and Vietnam Dec 7, 2010 5:44 PM 
18 Thailand is my main country of work and residency but I work in our Asia 
regional office and we cover 13 countries in Asia. 
Dec 7, 2010 1:49 PM 
19 Malaysia with occasional projects in Singapore Dec 7, 2010 10:46 AM 
20 Vietnam Dec 7, 2010 3:37 AM 
21 Philippines Dec 6, 2010 11:31 PM 
22 Singapore, both for work and residence Dec 6, 2010 11:06 PM 
23 singapore, with focus on south east asia, india and china Dec 6, 2010 10:34 PM 
24 Indonesia Dec 6, 2010 5:28 PM 
25 Singapore Dec 6, 2010 3:21 PM 
26 Malaysia Dec 6, 2010 11:14 AM 
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27 South East Asia Dec 3, 2010 11:08 PM 
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Question 29 
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Page 7, Q1. Please state your country of birth or country in which you spent the greatest amount of time in 
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your childhood (if these are different, please state both - or whichever location you consider to be more 
influential in your upbringing.) 
1 Indonesia Mar 24, 2011 1:01 PM 
2 new zealand Mar 20, 2011 6:23 PM 
3 Indonesia Mar 19, 2011 2:10 AM 
4 Indonesia Mar 18, 2011 7:07 PM 
5 United States Jan 25, 2011 12:57 PM 
6 Canada Jan 4, 2011 1:23 PM 
7 Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam Dec 29, 2010 1:21 PM 
8 Sweden Dec 22, 2010 9:33 PM 
9 India Dec 13, 2010 8:04 AM 
10 Thailand Dec 12, 2010 10:04 PM 
11 Sri Lanka Dec 9, 2010 8:52 PM 
12 Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh City. Secondary place would be Auckland New 
Zealand 
Dec 8, 2010 5:13 PM 
13 UK Dec 8, 2010 11:59 AM 
14 Vietnam Dec 7, 2010 9:14 PM 
15 The Netherlands Dec 7, 2010 6:19 PM 
16 Canada Dec 7, 2010 5:53 PM 
17 USA Dec 7, 2010 5:44 PM 
18 Canada Dec 7, 2010 1:49 PM 
19 Malaysia Dec 7, 2010 10:46 AM 
20 Philippines Dec 6, 2010 11:31 PM 
21 Philippines Dec 6, 2010 11:06 PM 
22 singapore Dec 6, 2010 10:34 PM 
23 Malaysia Dec 6, 2010 5:28 PM 
24 New Zealand Dec 6, 2010 3:21 PM 
25 Malaysia Dec 6, 2010 11:14 AM 
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26 England Dec 3, 2010 11:08 PM 
 
 
 
351 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 30 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
352 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
353 
 
 
 
 
 
354 
 
 
 
 
Question 31 
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Page 8, Q1. What is your field of employment? 
1 I'm also a lecture in Magisterial Management of Communication in reputable 
university in Indonesia 
Mar 19, 2011 11:12 AM 
2 education Dec 7, 2010 6:22 PM 
3 Corporate PR CSR ISSUES MANAGEMENT Financial PR Dec 7, 2010 10:48 AM 
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Question 33 
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Page 8, Q1. How would you describe your current position/occupation? (Feel free to include your precise job 
title if you wish.) 
1 Senior Comunication Expert Mar 24, 2011 1:02 PM 
2 chairman Mar 20, 2011 6:24 PM 
3 I lead my own PR consultant enterprise with MNCs clients Mar 19, 2011 11:12 AM 
4 professional advisor for PR and marcomm related job Mar 19, 2011 2:11 AM 
5 Managing Director Mar 18, 2011 7:07 PM 
6 Partner/Managing Director, APAC south region Jan 25, 2011 12:58 PM 
7 CEO Dec 29, 2010 1:22 PM 
8 Vice President Corporate Communication Dec 22, 2010 9:34 PM 
9 I run my own PR, Marketing and Media consultancy in India and Australia. Dec 13, 2010 8:06 AM 
10 Project Manager Dec 12, 2010 10:04 PM 
11 Internal communications support for a change management programme - the 
largest in the world 
Dec 9, 2010 8:53 PM 
12 I'm a public relations consultant working at Ogilvy Public Relations 
Worldwide, Ho Chi Minh City. Currently I have been working in the consumer 
PR segment, client service and account services in bth strategic level and 
execution for all PR campaign. I also part of the training team for in-house 
staff as well as client training services. Recently my role has been extended 
to develop and build a new practice and service for the company called 360 
Digial Influence, this unit falls under Ogilvy PR. 
Dec 8, 2010 5:16 PM 
13 Creative Director/Director Dec 8, 2010 12:00 PM 
14 President Dec 7, 2010 9:15 PM 
15 Business Trainer (Communication; HRM) Dec 7, 2010 6:22 PM 
16 Communications/Investor relations Dec 7, 2010 5:54 PM 
17 Asia regional communications manager Dec 7, 2010 1:50 PM 
18 Chairman & Principal consultant Dec 7, 2010 10:48 AM 
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19 Consultant Dec 6, 2010 11:32 PM 
20 I oversee the external communications portfolio for one of the divisions in the 
company 
Dec 6, 2010 11:07 PM 
21 brand and communications Dec 6, 2010 10:34 PM 
22 Owner/operator Dec 6, 2010 5:29 PM 
23 Internal Commmunication Dec 6, 2010 3:22 PM 
24 Business owner Dec 6, 2010 11:15 AM 
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Question 34 
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Question 35 
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Appendix IV:  Codes of Professional Conduct 
This appendix contains a representative sample of codes of ethics, and codes of professional conduct, developed by 
recognised professional bodies for corporate communication and public relations practitioners. 
 
 
      International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) 
 
Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators 
Preface  
Because hundreds of thousands of business communicators worldwide engage in activities that affect the lives of 
millions of people, and because this power carries with it significant social responsibilities, the International 
Association of Business Communicators developed the Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators. 
The Code is based on three different yet interrelated principles of professional communication that apply 
throughout the world. 
These principles assume that just societies are governed by a profound respect for human rights and the rule of 
law; that ethics, the criteria for determining what is right and wrong, can be agreed upon by members of an 
organization; and, that understanding matters of taste requires sensitivity to cultural norms. 
These principles are essential: 
x Professional communication is legal. 
x Professional communication is ethical. 
x Professional communication is in good taste. 
Recognizing these principles, members of IABC will: 
x Engage in communication that is not only legal but also ethical and sensitive to cultural values 
               and beliefs; 
x Engage in truthful, accurate and fair communication that facilitates respect and mutual  
               understanding; 
x Adhere to the following articles of the IABC Code of Ethics for Professional Communicators. 
Because conditions in the world are constantly changing, members of IABC will work to improve their individual 
competence and to increase the body of knowledge in the field with research and education. 
 
ARTICLES 
1.  Professional communicators uphold the credibility and dignity of their profession by practicing honest, candid 
and timely communication and by fostering the free flow of essential information in accord with the public 
interest. 
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2.  Professional communicators disseminate accurate information and promptly correct any erroneous 
communication for which they may be responsible. 
3.  Professional communicators understand and support the principles of free speech, freedom of assembly, and 
access to an open marketplace of ideas and act accordingly. 
4.  Professional communicators are sensitive to cultural values and beliefs and engage in fair and balanced 
communication activities that foster and encourage mutual understanding. 
5.  Professional communicators refrain from taking part in any undertaking which the communicator considers to 
be unethical. 
6.  Professional communicators obey laws and public policies governing their professional activities and are 
sensitive to the spirit of all laws and regulations and, should any law or public policy be violated, for whatever 
reason, act promptly to correct the situation. 
7.  Professional communicators give credit for unique expressions borrowed from others and identify the sources 
and purposes of all information disseminated to the public. 
8.  Professional communicators protect confidential information and, at the same time, comply with all legal 
requirements for the disclosure of information affecting the welfare of others. 
9.  Professional communicators do not use confidential information gained as a result of professional activities for 
for personal benefit and do not represent conflicting or competing interests without written consent of those 
involved. 
10.  Professional communicators do not accept undisclosed gifts or payments for professional services from 
anyone other than a client or employer. 
11.  Professional communicators do not guarantee results that are beyond the power of the practitioner to 
deliver. 
12.  Professional communicators are honest not only with others but also, and most importantly, with themselves 
as individuals; for a professional communicator seeks the truth and speaks that truth first to the self. 
 
(Accessed from website of IABC – www.iabc.com – on 31 January 2013.) 
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Public Relations Society of America – Code of Ethics 
 
 
Preamble 
 
Public Relations Society of America Member Code of Ethics 2000 
 
•    Professional Values 
•    Principles of Conduct 
•    Commitment and Compliance 
 
This Code applies to PRSA members. The Code is designed to be a useful guide for 
PRSA members as they carry out their ethical responsibilities. This document is designed 
to anticipate and accommodate, by precedent, ethical challenges that may arise.  
 
The scenarios outlined in the Code provision are actual examples of misconduct. More will be 
added as experience with the Code occurs. 
 
The Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) is committed to ethical practices. The 
level of public trust PRSA members seek, as we serve the public good, means we have 
taken on a special obligation to operate ethically. 
 
The value of member reputation depends upon the ethical conduct of everyone affiliated 
with the Public Relations Society of America. Each of us sets an example for each other – 
as well as other professionals - by our pursuit of excellence with powerful standards of 
performance, professionalism, and ethical conduct. 
 
Emphasis on enforcement of the Code has been eliminated. But, the PRSA Board of 
Directors retains the right to bar from membership or expel from the Society any 
individual who has been or is sanctioned by a government agency or convicted in a court 
of law of an action that is not in compliance with the Code. 
 
Ethical practice is the most important obligation of a PRSA member. We view the 
Member Code of Ethics as a model for other professions, organizations, and 
professionals. 
 
 
PRSA Member Statement of Professional Values 
 
This statement presents the core values of PRSA members and, more broadly, of the 
public relations profession. These values provide the foundation for the Member Code of 
Ethics and set the industry standard for the professional practice of public relations. 
 
These values are the fundamental beliefs that guide our behaviors and decision-making 
process. We believe our professional values are vital to the integrity of the profession as a 
whole. 
 
ADVOCACY 
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We serve the public interest by acting as responsible advocates for those we represent. 
We provide a voice in the marketplace of ideas, facts, and viewpoints to aid informed 
public debate. 
 
HONESTY 
We adhere to the highest standards of accuracy and truth in advancing the interests of 
those we represent and in communicating with the public. 
 
EXPERTISE 
 
We acquire and responsibly use specialized knowledge and experience. We advance the 
profession through continued professional development, research, and education. We 
build mutual understanding, credibility, and relationships among a wide array of 
institutions and audiences. 
 
INDEPENDENCE 
 
We provide objective counsel to those we represent. We are accountable for our actions. 
 
LOYALTY 
 
We are faithful to those we represent, while honoring our obligation to serve the public 
interest. 
 
FAIRNESS 
 
We deal fairly with clients, employers, competitors, peers, vendors, the media, and the 
general public. We respect all opinions and support the right of free expression. 
 
 
PRSA Code Provisions 
 
 
FREE FLOW OF INFORMATION 
 
Core Principle Protecting and advancing the free flow of accurate and truthful 
information is essential to serving the public interest and contributing to informed 
decision making in a democratic society. 
 
Intent: 
 
To maintain the integrity of relationships with the media, government officials, and the 
public. 
To aid informed decision-making. 
 
Guidelines: 
 
A member shall: 
Preserve the integrity of the process of communication. 
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Be honest and accurate in all communications. 
Act promptly to correct erroneous communications for which the practitioner is 
responsible. 
Preserve the free flow of unprejudiced information when giving or receiving gifts by 
ensuring that gifts are nominal, legal, and infrequent. 
 
Examples of Improper Conduct Under this Provision: 
 
A member representing a ski manufacturer gives a pair of expensive racing skis to a 
sports magazine columnist, to influence the columnist to write favorable articles about 
the product. 
A member entertains a government official beyond legal limits and/or in violation of 
government reporting requirements. 
 
COMPETITION 
 
Core Principle Promoting healthy and fair competition among professionals preserves an 
ethical climate while fostering a robust business environment. 
Intent: 
To promote respect and fair competition among public relations professionals. 
To serve the public interest by providing the widest choice of practitioner options. 
Guidelines: 
A member shall: 
Follow ethical hiring practices designed to respect free and open competition without 
deliberately undermining a competitor. 
Preserve intellectual property rights in the marketplace. 
Examples of Improper Conduct Under This Provision: 
A member employed by a "client organization" shares helpful information with a 
counseling firm that is competing with others for the organization's business. 
A member spreads malicious and unfounded rumors about a competitor in order to 
alienate the competitor's clients and employees in a ploy to recruit people. 
A member spreads malicious and unfounded rumors about a competitor in order to 
alienate the competitor's clients and employees in a ploy to recruit people and business. 
 
DISCLOSURE OF INFORMATION 
 
Core Principle Open communication fosters informed decision making in a democratic 
society. 
Intent: 
To build trust with the public by revealing all information needed for responsible 
decision making. 
Guidelines: 
A member shall: 
Be honest and accurate in all communications. 
Act promptly to correct erroneous communications for which the member is responsible. 
Investigate the truthfulness and accuracy of information released on behalf of those 
represented. 
Reveal the sponsors for causes and interests represented. 
Disclose financial interest (such as stock ownership) in a client's organization. 
Avoid deceptive practices. 
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Examples of Improper Conduct Under this Provision: 
Front groups: A member implements "grass roots" campaigns or letter-writing campaigns 
to legislators on behalf of undisclosed interest groups. 
Lying by omission: A practitioner for a corporation knowingly fails to release financial 
information, giving a misleading impression of the corporation's performance. 
A member discovers inaccurate information disseminated via a website or media kit and 
does not correct the information. 
A member deceives the public by employing people to pose as volunteers to speak at 
public hearings and participate in "grass roots" campaigns. 
 
 
SAFEGUARDING CONFIDENCES 
 
Core Principle Client trust requires appropriate protection of confidential and private 
information. 
Intent: 
To protect the privacy rights of clients, organizations, and individuals by safeguarding 
confidential information. 
Guidelines: 
A member shall: Safeguard the confidences and privacy rights of present, former, and 
prospective clients and employees. 
Protect privileged, confidential, or insider information gained from a client or 
organization. 
Immediately advise an appropriate authority if a member discovers that confidential 
information is being divulged by an employee of a client company or organization. 
Examples of Improper Conduct Under This Provision: 
A member changes jobs, takes confidential information, and uses that information in the 
new position to the detriment of the former employer. 
A member intentionally leaks proprietary information to the detriment of some other 
party. 
 
CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 
 
Core Principle  
Avoiding real, potential or perceived conflicts of interest builds the trust 
of clients, employers, and the publics. 
Intent: 
To earn trust and mutual respect with clients or employers. 
To build trust with the public by avoiding or ending situations that put one's personal or 
professional interests in conflict with society's interests. 
Guidelines: 
A member shall: 
Act in the best interests of the client or employer, even subordinating the member's 
personal interests. 
Avoid actions and circumstances that may appear to compromise good business judgment 
or create a conflict between personal and professional interests. 
Disclose promptly any existing or potential conflict of interest to affected clients or 
organizations. 
Encourage clients and customers to determine if a conflict exists after notifying all 
affected parties. 
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Examples of Improper Conduct Under This Provision: 
The member fails to disclose that he or she has a strong financial interest in a client's 
chief competitor. 
The member represents a "competitor company" or a "conflicting interest" without 
informing a prospective client. 
 
ENHANCING THE PROFESSION 
 
Core Principle Public relations professionals work constantly to strengthen the public's 
trust in the profession. 
Intent: 
To build respect and credibility with the public for the profession of public relations. 
To improve, adapt and expand professional practices. 
Guidelines: 
A member shall:  
Acknowledge that there is an obligation to protect and enhance the 
profession. 
Keep informed and educated about practices in the profession to ensure ethical conduct. 
Actively pursue personal professional development. 
Decline representation of clients or organizations that urge or require actions contrary to 
this Code. 
Accurately define what public relations activities can accomplish. 
Counsel subordinates in proper ethical decision making. 
Require that subordinates adhere to the ethical requirements of the Code. 
Report practices not in compliance with the Code, whether committed by PRSA members or not, 
to the appropriate authority. 
Examples of Improper Conduct Under This Provision: 
A PRSA member declares publicly that a product the client sells is safe, without 
disclosing evidence to the contrary. 
A member initially assigns some questionable client work to a non-member practitioner 
to avoid the ethical obligation of PRSA membership. 
 
 
 
PRSA Member Code of Ethics Pledge 
 
I pledge: 
 
To conduct myself professionally, with truth, accuracy, fairness, and responsibility to the 
public;  
To improve my individual competence and advance the knowledge and 
proficiency of the profession through continuing research and education; 
And to adhere to the articles of the Member Code of Ethics 2000 for the practice of public relations as 
adopted by the governing Assembly of the Public Relations Society of America. 
 
I understand and accept that there is a consequence for misconduct, up to and including 
membership revocation. 
 
And, I understand that those who have been or are sanctioned by a government agency or 
convicted in a court of law of an action that is not in compliance with the Code may be barred 
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from membership or expelled from the Society. 
 
 
________________________________________ 
Signature 
________________________________________ 
Date 
 
 
 
(Accessed from website of PRSA – www.prsa.org – on 31 January 2013.)
379 
 
 
 
 
Codes of International Public Relations Association (IPRA) 
 
 
IPRA Codes 
Throughout its existence IPRA has always sought to provide intellectual leadership for the public relations profession. 
A key part of this has been the development of a number of Codes and Charters seeking to provide an ethical framework for the 
activities of the profession. Upon joining IPRA all members undertake to uphold these Codes and in doing so benefit from the ethical 
climate that they create. 
In 2011 these Codes were consolidated into a single document updated to reflect the age in which we now live. 
 
The “IPRA Code of Conduct” 
Adopted in 2011 the IPRA Code of Conduct is an affirmation of professional and ethical conduct by members of the International 
Public Relations Association and recommended to public relations practitioners worldwide. 
The Code consolidates the 1961 Code of Venice, the 1965 Code of Athens and the 2007 Code of Brussels. 
1.  RECALLING the Charter of the United Nations which determines “to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, and in the dignity 
and worth of the human person”; 
2.  RECALLING the 1948 “Universal Declaration of Human Rights" and especially recalling Article 19; 
3.  RECALLING that public relations, by fostering the free flow of information, contributes to the interests of all stakeholders; 
4. RECALLING that the conduct of public relations and public affairs provides essential democratic representation to public 
authorities; 
5.  RECALLING that public relations practitioners through their wide-reaching communication skills possess a means of influence that 
should be restrained by the observance of a code of professional and ethical conduct; 
6.  RECALLING that channels of communication such as the Internet and other digital media, are channels where erroneous or 
misleading information may be widely disseminated and remain unchallenged, and therefore demand special attention from public 
relations practitioners to maintain trust and credibility; 
7.  RECALLING that the Internet and other digital media demand special care with respect to the personal privacy of individuals, 
clients, employers and colleagues; 
In the conduct of public relations practitioners shall: 
1. Observance 
Observe the principles of the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; 
2. Integrity 
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Act with honesty and integrity at all times so as to secure and retain the confidence of those with whom the practitioner comes into 
contact; 
3. Dialogue 
Seek to establish the moral, cultural and intellectual conditions for dialogue, and recognise the rights of all parties involved to state 
their case and express their views; 
4. Transparency 
Be open and transparent in declaring their name, organisation and the interest they represent; 
5. Conflict 
Avoid any professional conflicts of interest and to disclose such conflicts to affected parties when they occur; 
6. Confidentiality 
Honour confidential information provided to them; 
7. Accuracy 
Take all reasonable steps to ensure the truth and accuracy of all information provided; 
8. Falsehood 
Make every effort to not intentionally disseminate false or misleading information, exercise proper care to avoid doing so 
unintentionally and correct any such act promptly; 
9. Deception 
Not obtain information by deceptive or dishonest means; 
10. Disclosure 
Not create or use any organisation to serve an announced cause but which actually serves an undisclosed interest; 
11. Profit 
Not sell for profit to third parties copies of documents obtained from public authorities;  
12. Remuneration 
Whilst providing professional services, not accept any form of payment in connection with those services from anyone other than 
the principal; 
13. Inducement 
Neither directly nor indirectly offer nor give any financial or other inducement to public representatives or the media, or other 
stakeholders; 
14. Influence 
Neither propose nor undertake any action which would constitute an improper influence on public representatives, the media, or 
other stakeholders; 
15. Competitors 
381 
 
Not intentionally injure the professional reputation of another practitioner; 
16. Poaching 
Not seek to secure another practitioner’s client by deceptive means; 
17. Employment 
When employing personnel from public authorities or competitors take care to follow the rules and confidentiality requirements of 
those organisations; 
18. Colleagues 
Observe this Code with respect to fellow IPRA members and public relations practitioners worldwide. 
IPRA members shall, in upholding this Code, agree to abide by and help enforce the disciplinary procedures of the International 
Public Relations Association in regard to any breach of this Code. 
Adopted by the IPRA Board 5 November 2010. 
  
(Accessed from website of IPRA – www.ipra.com - on 31 January 2013) 
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Public Relations Institute of Australia 
 
 
Code of Ethics 
 
 
PRIA is a professional body serving the interests of its members. PRIA is mindful of the responsibility which public relations 
professionals owe to the community as well as to their clients and employers. 
PRIA requires members to adhere to the highest standards of ethical practice and professional competence. All members are duty-
bound to act responsibly and to be accountable for their actions. 
 
The following code of ethics binds all members of the Public Relations Institute of Australia: 
 
1. Members shall deal fairly and honestly with their employers, clients and prospective clients, with their fellow workers 
including superiors and subordinates, with public officials, the communication media, the general public and with fellow 
members of PRIA. 
 
2. Members shall avoid conduct or practices likely to bring discredit upon themselves, the Institute, their employers or clients. 
 
3. Members shall not knowingly disseminate false or misleading information and shall take care to avoid doing so 
inadvertently 
 
4. With the exception of the requirements of Clause 9 members shall safeguard the confidences of both present and former 
employers and clients, including confidential information about employers' or clients' business affairs, technical methods or 
processes, except upon the order of a court of competent jurisdiction. 
 
5. No member shall represent conflicting interests nor, without the consent of the parties concerned, represent competing 
interests. 
 
6. Members shall refrain from proposing or agreeing that their consultancy fees or other remuneration be contingent entirely 
on the achievement of specified results. 
 
7. Members shall inform their employers or clients if circumstances arise in which their judgment or the disinterested 
character of their services may be questioned by reason of personal relationships or business or financial interests. 
 
8. Members practising as consultants shall seek payment only for services specifically commissioned. 
 
9. Members shall be prepared to identify the source of funding of any public communication they initiate or for which they act 
as a conduit. 
 
10. Members shall, in advertising and marketing their skills and services and in soliciting professional assignments, avoid false, 
misleading or exaggerated claims and shall refrain from comment or action that may injure the professional reputation, 
practice or services of a fellow member. 
 
11. Members shall inform the Board of the Institute and/or the relevant State/Territory Council(s) of the Institute of evidence 
purporting to show that a member has been guilty of, or could be charged with, conduct constituting a breach of this Code. 
 
12.  No member shall intentionally injure the professional reputation or practice of another member. 
383 
 
 
13.  Members shall help to improve the general body of knowledge of the profession by exchanging information and experience 
with fellow members. 
 
14.  Members shall act in accord with the aims of the Institute, its regulations and policies. 
 
15.  Members shall not misrepresent their status through misuse of title, grading, or the designation FPRIA, MPRIA or APRIA. 
 
Adopted by the Board of Directors on November 5, 2001 and amended on 15 July 2009, this code of ethics supersedes all previous 
versions. 
 
Last Updated: October 15, 2010 
 
(Accessed from website of PRIA – www.pria.com.au – on 31 January 2013.) 
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Chartered Institute of Public Relations – United Kingdom 
 
Code of Conduct 
 
 
Principles  
 
1. Members of the Chartered Institute of Public Relations agree to:  
a) maintain the highest standards of professional endeavour, integrity, confidentiality, financial propriety and personal conduct;  
b) deal honestly and fairly in business with employers, employees, clients, fellow professionals, other professions and the public;  
c) respect, in their dealings with other people, the legal and regulatory frameworks and codes of all countries where they practise;  
d) uphold the reputation of, and do nothing that would bring into disrepute, the public relations profession or the Chartered 
Institute of Public Relations;  
e) respect and abide by this Code and related Notes of Guidance issued by the Chartered Institute of Public Relations and ensure 
that others who are accountable to them (e.g. subordinates and sub-contractors) do the same;  
f) encourage professional training and development among members of the profession in order to raise and maintain professional 
standards generally.  
 
 
Putting the principles into practice  
 
Examples of good public relations practice include:  
 
 
Integrity and honesty  
 
• Ensuring that clients, employers, employees, colleagues and fellow professionals are fully informed about the nature of 
representation, what can be delivered and achieved, and what other parties must do in order to enable the desired result.  
• Never deliberately concealing the practitioner’s role as representative of a client or employer, even if the client or employer 
remains anonymous: e.g. by promoting a cause in the guise of a disinterested party or member of the public.  
• Checking the reliability and accuracy of information before dissemination.  
• Supporting the CIPR Principles by bringing to the attention of the CIPR examples of malpractice and unprofessional conduct.  
 
 
Capacity, capability and competence  
• Delivering work competently: that is, in a timely, cost-effective, appropriate and thoughtful manner, according to the actual or 
implied contract; applying due professional judgement and experience; taking necessary steps to resolve problems; and ensuring 
that clients and other interested parties are informed, advised and consulted as necessary. 
•Being aware of the limitations of professional capacity and capability: without limiting realistic scope for development, being willing 
to accept or delegate only that work for which practitioners are suitably skilled and experienced and which they have the resources 
to undertake.  
• Where appropriate, collaborating on projects to ensure the necessary skill base.  
 
 
Transparency and avoiding conflicts of interest  
• Disclosing to employers, clients or potential clients any financial interest in a supplier being recommended or engaged.  
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• Declaring conflicts of interest (or circumstances which may give rise to them) in writing to clients, potential clients and  employers 
as soon as they arise.  
• Ensuring that services provided are costed, delivered and accounted for in a manner that conforms to accepted business practice 
and ethics.  
 
 
Confidentiality  
• Safeguarding confidences, e.g. of present and former clients and employers.  
• Never using confidential and ‘insider’ information to the disadvantage or prejudice of others, e.g. clients and employers, or to self-
advantage of any kind.  
• Not disclosing confidential information unless specific permission has been granted or if required or covered by law.  
 
 
Interpreting the Code  
In the interpretation of this code, the Laws of the Land shall apply. With that proviso, the code will be implemented according to the 
decision at the time of the Professional Practices Committee. 
 
 Maintaining professional standards  
IPR Members are encouraged to  
a) raise and maintain their own professional standards by, for example:  
• identifying and closing professional skills gaps through the Institute’s Continuing Professional Development programme;  
• participating in the work of the Institute through the committee structure, special interest and vocational groups, training and 
networking events;  
• evaluating the practice of public relations through use of recognised tools and other quality management and quality assurance 
systems (e.g. ISO standards);  
• constantly striving to improve the quality of business performance;  
• sharing information on good practice with Members and, equally, referring perceived examples of poor practice to the Institute.  
b) raise the professional standards of other public relations practitioners to the level of CIPR Members by, for example:  
• offering work experience to students interested in pursuing a career in public relations;  
• encouraging employees and colleagues to join and support the CIPR;  
• specifying a preference for CIPR applicants for staff positions advertised.  
c) spread awareness of the CIPR’s role as guardian of standards for the public relations profession by, for example:  
• displaying the CIPR designatory letters on business stationery;  
• referring to the CIPR Code of Conduct in every contract.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Accessed from website of CIPR – cipr.co.uk – on 31 January 2013.) 
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 Appendix V   Interviewees 
 
Interviews conducted with public relations and corporate communication practitioners 
(in date order of interviews) 
 
 
NB.  At the request of most interviewees, real names are not provided here. However, the gender of interviewees, their 
locations, role descriptions and types of employer are all accurately described. Actual names have been retained and can 
be produced as necessary for verification purposes, but will not be published. 
 
 
1. Lily Chin,  public relations manager,  Japanese owned multinational insurance company, Singapore, interviewed 
7 January 2011 
 
2. Su Ling, Market Leader, US-based multinational public relations consultancy, Singapore, interviewed 7 February 
2011 
 
3. Poziah Mohamed, Chairman, independently owned Malaysian public relations consultancy, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia, interviewed 21 February 2011 
 
4. Shiva Rajeet, Advisor, British-based multinational public relations consultancy, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 
interviewed 21 February 2011 
 
5. Matt Hawke, Managing Director, US-based multinational public relations consultancy, Bangkok, Thailand, and 
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (via Skype video link between Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City), interviewed 6 March 
2011 
 
6. Thuy Nguyen, Professional Communication lecturer, international university, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam; former 
Public Relations Manager for major US-based insurance company, and for a Japanese-based consumer 
electronics group, interviewed 7 March 2011 
 
7. Fajar Waluyo, Managing Director, Corporate/Financial Practice - Asia Pacific, US-based multinational public 
relations consultancy, Singapore and Jakarta, interviewed Singapore, 25 July 2011 
 
8. Victoria Wee, Senior Communication Manager, Group Technology Operations, British-based multinational bank, 
Singapore, interviewed 26 July 2011 
 
9. Raul Fernandes, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, independently owned public relations consultancy, 
Makati City (Manila), Philippines, interviewed 28 July 2011 
10.  Jose Fernandes, President and Chief Operating Officer, independently owned public relations consultancy, 
Makati City (Manila), Philippines, interviewed 28 July 2011 
 
11. Budi Pryambodo, Co-founder, Technical Advisor, independently owned public relations and multimedia 
consultancy, Jakarta, Indonesia, interviewed 2 August 2011 
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12. Thanit Chairat, Account Manager, US-based public relations consultancy, Bangkok, Thailand, interviewed in Ho 
Chi Minh City, 31 October 2011 
 
13. Roong Somporn, Consultant, independently owned Asia-Pacific based public relations consultancy, Bangkok, 
interviewed 6 December 2011 
 
14. Nigel Blunt, Managing Director, independently owned public relations consultancy, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, 
interviewed 16 December 2011 
 
